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Cover Illustrations 
 
Front—Three views of the United States and Asia: 
a)  Tech. Sgt. Kohichirou Higashi, Japan Air Self Defense Force, and Airman First Class Tommy 
Simpson, US Air Force, refuel JASDF fighters at Andersen AFB during Exercise Cope North Guam 
’99, June 1999  (USAF photo by Master Sgt. Val Gempis)    
b)   Secretary of Defense and Mrs. William Cohen are greeted by Minister of National Defense Gen-
eral and Mrs. Chi Haotian at HQ, Ministry of National Defense in Beijing, China, 12 July 2000.  
(DoD photo by Helene C. Stickkel) 
c)  Soldiers from the US Army’s 6th Light Infantry Division and the Royal Thai Army’s 5th Long 
Range Reconnaissance Company share a traditional-style Thai meal at Nakhon Si Thammarat, Thai-
land, during Exercise Cobra Gold, 1 May 1996.  (DoD photo by Petty Officer 2nd Class Gloria 
Barry, USN)  
    
Back—Colonial Winter by Sarah Albright, USAFA ‘01.  Courtesy USAF Academy Department of 
English and Fine Arts. 
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The Air Force is at peace – although airmen go 
into harm’s way everyday – and for that we owe 
much to the dedicated service of our current and 
past military service men and women.  This issue 
of Airman-Scholar looks at various aspects of 
this peace by first turning an investigative eye to-
ward Asia, the region many believe will pose the 
greatest challenge to the United States in the 21st 
century, and then by looking at some of the func-
tions and prospects of the US Air Force itself. 

The rich history, dynamic economies, and 
varied polities of Asia lead to a number of critical 
security concerns.  Our lead article is by Dr. Wil-
liam Berry, Visiting Professor of the 34th Educa-
tion Group at the US Air Force Academy and 
former head of the Academy’s Department of Po-
litical Science.  He describes in detail the devel-
opment of the Southeast Asia sub-region and its 
attempts at regional cooperation under the aegis 
of ASEAN.  While noting continuing difficulties, 
Dr. Berry applauds the cooperative efforts thus 
far and believes they are in the national security 
interests of the United States.  A second article 
on Asia is by Lieutenant Colonel Michael R. 
Boera, the 2nd Group Commander of the Cadet 
Wing at the Academy, on the air force of the Chi-
nese People’s Republic.  In an in-depth review of 
capabilities and doctrine, he concludes that it is 
decades away from becoming a peer competitor 
of the United States but nonetheless warrants US 
vigilance.  The final Asia article is by Colonel 
Thomas A. Drohan, Commander and Professor 
of the 34th Education Group (the parent organiza-
tion of Airman-Scholar) and critically examines 
the US-Japan defense relationship.  Using the bi-
lateral dynamic observed during the 1991 Gulf 
War and the 1994 North Korea nuclear crisis, 
Colonel Drohan concludes that the alliance has 
operational and political difficulties to address 
and is likely to face significant challenges in the 
years ahead. 

more closely with the “air forces at peace” 
theme, beginning with two articles on the essen-
tial but often overlooked mission of logistics.  
Lieutenant Colonel Patrick A. Grieco, US Air 
Force ROTC commander at Kent State Univer-
sity in Ohio, gives us a useful lesson in under-
standing logistics itself.  He is followed by Cap-
tain Ronald N. Dains, a faculty member of the 
34th Education Group at the Academy, who pro-
vides a vigorous defense of the logistics arm of 
the Air Force and argues for its conversion into a 
functional command at the national level.  These 
are followed by three additional critiques of the 
controversial “end of air forces” argument made 
by Dr. Martin van Creveld and published in the 
Spring 2000 issue of Airman-Scholar.  W. Alex-
ander Vacca, a PhD candidate at Rutgers Univer-
sity, argues that van Creveld provides a too-
optimistic view of the prospects for peace in the 
world among other problems with his conclu-
sions.  Cadet Colin Henderson then points out 
that van Creveld’s reasoning and conclusions, 
while useful, are too extreme; Cadet Matthew 
Nussbaum agrees with this assessment but goes 
on to form unique arguments in favor of Air 
Force continuity based on bureaucracy and mo-
rality.   

Continuing an innovation begun with our 
Spring 2000 issue, we are featuring several 
works of original art by Academy cadets – this 
time created with this issue of Airman-Scholar 
in mind.  Our thanks again to Dr. Pam Chadick 
of the Department of English and Fine Arts for 
her assistance.  Please read our plans for the 
Spring 2001 issue later in this volume and con-
sider submitting an article for publication. CK 

 

From the Editor 
 
Air Forces at Peace:  Focus on Asia 



This article examines attempts made to foster re-
gional integration in Southeast Asia since the 
early 1960s.  A particular focus is the formation 
of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations in 
1967 and the more recent evolution of the 
ASEAN Regional Forum to address security in-
terests.  The United States has not enthusiasti-
cally embraced regional security organizations 
because of fears that they could adversely affect 
the more established bilateral ties it has with sev-
eral countries in both Southeast and Northeast 
Asia.  The conclusion reached here is that such a 
policy is ill conceived, and it is in the national 
security interests of the United States to be an ac-
tive participant in multilateral approaches to the 
resolution of contentious issues in this increas-
ingly important region. 
 
Regional Integration in Southeast Asia 

The initial efforts to form a regional asso-
ciation among Southeast Asian countries ran into 
difficulties in the early 1960s in part because of 
territorial issues and competition among the po-
litical elite.  In July 1961, Malaysia, Thailand, 
and the Philippines joined together to form the 
Association of Southeast Asia (ASA).  Some of 
this organization’s goals included political coop-
eration and the development of economic and 
cultural ties among its members.  However, ASA 
developed problems almost from the beginning 
primarily because of conflicting claims over Sa-
bah between Malaysia and the Philippines.  
When these two countries suspended diplomatic 
relations in 1963, ASA became inactive until 
Malaysia and the Philippines reestablished rela-
tions in 1966.1 

 In August 1963, Philippine President Diosdado 
Macapagal proposed the formation of Maphil-
indo, which, as the name suggests, included Ma-

President Sukarno of Indonesia announced his 
Konfrontasi policy and actually began military 
operations against Malaysia later in 1963 because 
of his objections to Malaysia’s incorporation of 
Sabah and Sarawak into the Malaysian Federa-
tion, Maphilindo collapsed.2   By 1966, President 
Suharto had replaced Sukarno as Indonesia’s 
leader and ended the Konfrontasi policy.  With 
the resumption of diplomatic relations between 
the Philippines and Malaysia that same year, 
there were once again opportunities to expand 
ASA to include more countries in the region.3  

 The foreign ministers of Thailand, the Philip-
pines, Indonesia, Malaysia, and Singapore met in 
Bangkok during August 1967.  As a result of 
their discussions, the Association of Southeast 
Asian Nations (ASEAN) came into existence.  
The ASEAN Declaration, signed on 8 August 
1967, provided that the member countries would 
cooperate to promote the “economic and social 
stability of the region” and work toward ensuring 
“the stability and security” of the member coun-
tries from external interference.  It also stipulated 
that all foreign military bases in the member 
countries were only temporary and were not to be 
used “to subvert the national independence and 
freedom” of any of the countries in the region.  
Although not mentioned specifically, this provi-
sion clearly was directed at the US bases in the 
Philippines, particularly Clark Air Base and 
Subic Bay Naval Base.  This document went on 
to establish two major goals for ASEAN.  One of 
these was to promote “economic growth, social 
progress, and cultural development” in the re-
gion.  The other goal was to foster “regional 
peace and stability through abiding respect for 
justice and the rule of law.”4  The ASEAN Decla-
ration further stated that the ultimate goal of the 
organization was to expand ASEAN membership 
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time, this goal was achieved.  Brunei joined in 
1984; Vietnam in 1995; Laos and Myanmar 
(Burma) in 1997; and, Cambodia became the 
tenth member in 1999.5 

 Although the founding fathers of ASEAN under-
stood the close relationship between economic 
growth and regional security, during most of the 
Cold War period ASEAN concentrated the ma-
jority of its attention on the former.  There were 
many regional security problems, but the coun-
tries involved preferred to address these prob-
lems bilaterally rather than through ASEAN 
mechanisms.  It is possible to identify at least 
two reasons for this preference.  First, the mem-
ber countries did not want to be compared in any 
way to the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization 
(SEATO), which was a US sponsored, anti-
communist regional security organization in exis-
tence between 1954 and 1977.  Second, there was 
no common external threat perception within 
ASEAN which would have contributed to a more 
effective regional security organization.6  How-
ever, some consensus did develop that ASEAN 
should attempt to limit the influence that the su-
perpowers exercised in Southeast Asia because 
of the perceived negative consequences of the re-
sulting competition between and among the 
United States, Soviet Union, and China.  One ef-
fort to reduce this competition was the establish-
ment of the Zone of Peace, Freedom, and Neu-
trality (ZOPFAN) in November 1971.  The ZOP-
FAN Declaration stated that the neutralization of 
Southeast Asia was a “desirable objective” and 
pledged to bring this concept to fruition.  This 
document concluded by promising to exert the 
necessary efforts to create a region “free from 
any form or manner of influence by outside pow-
ers.”7  Although this goal was not practical from 
a power politics perspective, it did provide an ex-
ample of the region’s concerns about being 
drawn into a superpower confrontation not of its 
own making. 
 In 1976, the ASEAN countries made another ef-
fort to address security concerns in part because 
of the unification of Indochina under communist 
governments the previous year.  At a meeting of 
the heads of government in Indonesia, they 
drafted the Treaty of Amity and Cooperation in 
Southeast Asia (TAC).8  This treaty stated that 
the high contracting parties were intent on the 

promotion of “regional peace and stability 
through abiding respect for justice and the rule of 
law.”  The leaders pledged not to interfere in the 
internal affairs of other countries nor to partici-
pate in any activities which would constitute a 
threat to the territorial integrity of the ASEAN 
countries.  Finally, they stated that when disputes 
arose, they would “refrain from the threat or use 
of force and shall at all times settle such disputes 
among themselves through friendly negotia-
tions.”  Since adherence to the TAC became a 
prerequisite for any future membership in 
ASEAN, the heads of government were attempt-
ing to set certain standards that countries such as 
Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia would have to 
meet if they decided to join the organization.  
 
Movement Toward a Regional Security Or-
ganization 

Despite the efforts of ZOPFAN to limit 
great power competition in Southeast Asia and 
the TAC to provide for the resolution of disputes 
within ASEAN, there remained differences as to 
the correct course of action to pursue as the Cold 
War concluded.  With the decline and then col-
lapse of the Soviet Union, countries such as Thai-
land and Singapore became more concerned that 
perhaps the United States would decide to with-
draw its military presence from the region as its 
major rival ceased to exist.  Other countries in-
cluding Malaysia and Indonesia were more reluc-
tant to make changes to the basic ZOPFAN con-
cept.  

However, there was a general consensus 
that the end of the Cold War could bring unex-
pected problems, particularly if a security vac-
uum developed as the two superpowers with-
drew.  Based on this concern, ASEAN began a 
gradual shift from trying to exclude the United 
States from the region to one of finding ways to 
keep the US military presence in place.  The fun-
damental dilemma was that despite the legitimate 
worry about great power involvement in the re-
gion, that involvement represented the status quo 
which by the late 1980s and early 1990s had con-
tributed to unprecedented economic growth and 
development in Southeast Asia.  In the minds of 
several regional leaders, an American withdrawal 
could lead to a less secure environment that 
might threaten this prosperity.  



 Events affecting the bilateral security relation-
ship between the United States and the Philip-
pines exacerbated these concerns.  By late 1990, 
the two countries had reached a partial impasse 
in their efforts to negotiate an extension to the 
1947 Military Bases Agreement (MBA) that 
granted the US the legal authority to retain its 
bases in the Philippines.10  US negotiators were 
dissatisfied with the monetary demands their 
Philippine counterparts were making, but the 
Filipinos confronted a dilemma:  nationalists de-
manded the termination of the bases, but the 
communities surrounding the military facilities 
were partially dependent on the economic bene-
fits which the bases provided.  Furthermore, the 
Phi l ippines  re-
mained reliant on 
the American pres-
ence for its own se-
curity since its mili-
tary forces were 
poorly equipped and 
trained. In June 
1991, nature inter-
vened when Mt. Pi-
natubo, an inert vol-
cano for hundreds of 
years, erupted and 
literally destroyed 
Clark Air Base.  By 
November,  the 
United States re-
turned Clark to Philippine control. 

 Despite the natural disaster affecting Clark Air 
Base, negotiators from the two countries reached 
an agreement in July 1991 to extend the MBA for 
10 years to cover Subic Bay Naval Base.  How-
ever, when the Philippine Senate considered the 
proposed treaty for ratification in September, 12 
of the 23 senators voted against this extension 
which in effect signaled the end of the American 
presence at Subic.  Almost exactly one year later, 
on 1 October 1992, the US Navy withdrew the 
last of its forces from the naval base – thus end-
ing the American permanent military presence in 
the Philippines which had been in place since 
1902, with the exception of the Japanese occupa-
tion during World War II.11  
 Concerned by the problems it encountered dur-
ing the negotiations with the Philippines, the 

United States began discussions with Singapore 
in late 1990 for the purpose of increasing the ac-
cess of its air and naval forces to facilities there.  
In November 1990, the two sides signed a memo-
randum of agreement which allows the United 
States to maintain a modest military presence in 
Singapore—fewer than 200 people on a perma-
nent basis.  These forces provide logistical and 
maintenance support for the Seventh Fleet and 
plan for training exercises of USAF units, mainly 
those from bases in Alaska, Japan, and Korea, 
but temporarily assigned in Singapore for the du-
ration of the particular exercise.14 
 ASEAN took notice of what was occurring be-
tween the United States and the Philippines.  The 

member countries met in Manila 
during June 1991, and the Phil-
ippine Foreign Minister raised 
the issue of the need for other 
countries to take on more of “the 
burden” for the American mili-
tary presence in the region.  
Later that year, another meeting 
took place in Bangkok during 
which it was agreed that 
ASEAN needed to more for-
mally address multilateral ap-
proaches to regional security.15  

Meeting in Singapore during 
January 1992, the ASEAN 
heads of government decided 
that their organization should 

expand its “external dialogues on political and 
security matters by using the ASEAN Post Min-
isterial Conference (PMC)” for this purpose.16  

The PMC is comprised of the ASEAN foreign 
ministers and their counterparts from those coun-
tries that are ASEAN dialogue partners.  The 
United States is one of these dialogue partners as 
are Japan, China, South Korea, Russia, India, and 
a few other countries.  The PMC meeting follows 
the annual ASEAN Ministerial Meeting (AMM) 
that involves only the ASEAN foreign ministers.  
 The 1993 AMM also was held in Singapore dur-
ing July, and the foreign ministers agreed to “find 
ways to promote consultations on regional politi-
cal and security issues.”  They proposed that 
these issues be discussed at the PMC meeting 
scheduled for Bangkok the following week, and, 
for the first time, referred to a new organization 

C-130 departs Elmendorf AFB for Dili, East Timor, during Operation Stabilize, 1999-2000. 
(USAF  photo by Master Sgt. Val Gempis) 



to be known as the ASEAN Regional Forum 
(ARF).17  The PMC endorsed this AMM pro-
posal and determined the membership of the 
ASEAN Regional Forum should include the six 
ASEAN countries and their dialogue partners 
which at that time included the United States, Ja-
pan, Canada, South Korea, Australia, New Zea-
land, the European Union, Russia, China, Viet-
nam, Laos, and Papua New Guinea.18  The for-
eign minister decided that the first meeting of the 
ASEAN Regional Forum would be held in Bang-
kok in the summer of 1994. 
 At essentially the same time that the ASEAN 
leaders were concerned about the impending 
withdrawal of the American bases from the Phil-
ippines, other events occurred which further con-
vinced these leaders that some sort of security or-
ganization was needed.  The Spratly Islands in 
the South China Sea are arguably the most dan-
gerous area in Southeast Asia and pose a poten-
tially serious threat to regional peace.  China, 
Taiwan, Vietnam, Malaysia, the Philippines, and 
Brunei have conflicting territorial claims in the 
Spratlys.  Potential oil and natural gas deposits, 
rich fishing grounds, and their strategic geo-
graphical location astride some of the most im-
portant sea lanes of communication contribute to 
the value of these small islands and atolls.  In ad-
dition, as several countries have established ex-
panded economic zones in recent years as a result 
of the United Nations Convention on the Law of 
the Seas, several of these zones overlap which 
increase the tensions.  As an example, in 1988, 
China and Vietnam fought several naval engage-
ments in the Spratlys as each attempted to sub-
stantiate its claims through military force.19 

 In February 1992, the Chinese National People’s 
Congress passed legislation entitled the Law on 
Territorial Waters and Their Contiguous Areas.  
This legislation declared that all of the Spratlys 
are part of China’s territorial sea and authorized 
the use of force to settle conflicting claims.20  In 
July of the same year at the AMM, the foreign 
ministers drafted the ASEAN Declaration on the 
South China Sea.  This document was rather mild 
in its tone, but it did urge restraint and called 
upon all of the countries with conflicting claims 
“to apply the principles in the Treaty of Amity 
and Cooperation in Southeast Asia as the basis 
for establishing a code of international conduct 

over the South China Sea.”21  Although the for-
eign ministers did not mention China by name, it 
was clear they were concerned over the Chinese 
legislation and the stated threat to use force. 
 These concerns increased dramatically in 1995 
and 1996 when China directly challenged the 
Philippines on and near Mischief Reef in the 
Spratlys which both countries claimed.  The Chi-
nese began construction of what appeared to be a 
guard post, and Chinese soldiers were observed 
on this platform.  Since Mischief Reef is only 
135 miles from the Philippine island of Palawan, 
Philippine authorities expressed their displeasure 
and called upon China to withdraw.22  If China 
were looking for a test case to determine what 
response to expect from other claimants, Mis-
chief Reef probably was a good choice because 
the Philippine military was so weak.  Since the 
US withdrawal from its bases earlier in the dec-
ade, the Philippines did not have the military 
strength to defend its territorial claims.  It may be 
that China saw this challenge to the Philippines 
as a means to probe what the ASEAN and 
American responses would be.  This represented 
the first direct Chinese territorial challenge to an 
ASEAN member in the Spratlys.23 

 
The ASEAN Regional Forum and the Ameri-
can Response 

At the second meeting of the ARF in 
1995, the foreign ministers from all 18 of the 
member countries at that time drafted “The 
ASEAN Regional Forum:  A Concept Paper.”24  

This is an important document because it estab-
lished many of the basic ARF principles which 
still pertain.  Perhaps most important, this paper 
established that ASEAN would play the domi-
nant role as the “primary driving force” in the 
Forum.  In practical terms, this meant that 
ASEAN would set the agenda for the annual 
ARF meetings.  The Concept Paper identified 
three challenges that the ARF needed to confront.  
First, the periods of rapid economic growth that 
characterized most of the ASEAN countries and 
others in Asia could lead to significant shifts in 
power relationships and might contribute to con-
flict.  The ARF needed to be cognizant of these 
shifts and to manage them.  Second, it pointed 
out the political, economic, and military diversity 
within the region and warned that there are dif-



ferent approaches to conflict resolution.  The 
ARF should recognize these differences and 
work hard to find a consensus to resolving secu-
rity issues.  Third, there remained territorial dis-
putes which the ARF must attempt to diffuse so 
that the peace is not undermined.  
 The Concept Paper proposed a three-stage ap-
proach to dealing with these challenges:  
 

Stage I:  Promotion of Confidence-Building 
Measures. 

 
 Stage II:  Development of Preventive Diplomacy 

Mechanisms. 
 
 Stage  III:  Development of Conflict-Resolution 

Mechanisms.  
 
Most of the attention in this document focused on 
the first stage.  The Concept Paper reinforced the 
ASEAN decision-making practice of consultation 
and consensus and referred specifically to the 
ZOPFAN agreement and the TAC as fundamen-
tal documents to be used in attempting to address 
the problems the ARF would confront.  It also 
made the distinction between Track One activi-
ties which are carried out between governments 
and Track Two functions that are conducted by 
non-governmental organizations and regional 
educational/research institutions.  This document 
foresaw that Track Two organizations could be 
particularly effective in recommending proce-
dures to transit from Stage I to Stage II.  
 In the concluding section of the Concept Paper, 
the drafters made it clear that they did not want 
the ARF to turn into a highly bureaucratic or-
ganization.  There was to be no secretariat for ex-
ample, and ASEAN would be the primary reposi-
tory for all the Forum’s documents.  To reassure 
members, it stressed that the ARF would 
“progress at a pace comfortable to all partici-
pants,” and not go “too fast for those who want to 
go slow and not too slow for those who want to 
go fast.”  Finally, the Concept Paper referred to 
the ASEAN Regional Forum as a sui generis or-
ganization which was an interesting way to make 
a clear distinction between itself and any prede-
cessor, particularly the Southeast Asia Treaty Or-
ganization. 

The official US response to the ARF has 

been somewhat inconsistent.  Early on in the ini-
tial discussions involving the formation of a re-
gional security organization, some officials 
tended to view such an organization as counter-
productive to the American bilateral security ties 
which had been established over the years of the 
Cold War.  According to this perspective, the 
United States should not support any initiative 
that would detract from the effectiveness of its 
bilateral and multilateral security arrangements.  
Richard Solomon, Assistant Secretary of State 
for East Asian and the Pacific during the Bush 
administration, made this point in a 1990 
speech.25  In this speech, Solomon drew a clear 
distinction between the European and Asian se-
curity environments, in particular the differences 
in threat perceptions.  He argued that in Europe, 
there was a common threat perception among 
NATO members associated with the Soviet Un-
ion and its Warsaw Pact allies.  However, in East 
Asia, there was no NATO equivalent, and the in-
dividual countries in the region had reached no 
consensus on the nature of the threat(s).  In his 
view, the existing security mechanisms, that is 
the American alliance structures, should be modi-
fied if necessary, but they remained the bulwark 
of regional security. 
 Toward the end of the Bush administration, Sec-
retary of State James Baker presented a slightly 
more accommodating position toward multilat-
eral approaches to regional security in a Foreign 
Affairs article.26  Secretary Baker used a spoke 
and fan analogy in this article whereas the base 
of the fan was centered on the United States with 
the spokes of the fan extending into East Asia.  
The strongest of these spokes was the US-Japan 
security treaty while the alliances with Korea, the 
Philippines, Thailand, and Australia represented 
the other spokes.  Baker did acknowledge, how-
ever, that certain multilateral security arrange-
ments could strengthen these bilateral relation-
ships, although he focused much of his attention 
on Northeast Asia and the Korean peninsula 
rather than Southeast Asia. 
 When the new administration came into office in 
early 1993, President Clinton and his Secretary 
of State Warren Christopher continued to de-
velop the Baker thesis.  At his first ASEAN PMC 
meeting in Singapore during late July 1993, 
Christopher indicated that the United States 



would “participate actively in regional security 
dialogues in Asia.”  However, he went on to cau-
tion that such participation would “in no way 
supplant America’s alliances or forward military 
presence” in the region.  His vision was that mul-
tilateral initiatives would only supplement the es-
tablished US security arrangements rather than 
replace them.27  Christopher presented an even 
stronger endorsement of the ASEAN Regional 
Forum at the 1996 ASEAN PMC.  He reiterated 
the complementary nature of the bilateral and 
multilateral security approaches, and he referred 
specifically to the ARF’s value in addressing 
conflicting claims in the South China Sea as well 
as supporting nonproliferation initiatives.  Fi-
nally, he stated that American support for the 
ARF process would help facilitate progress in 
moving from confidence building to mechanisms 
for preventive diplomacy.28  
 The Clinton administration continued to be con-
cerned about American credibility in East Asia in 
large part because of the withdrawal of the 
American bases from the Philippines and the end 
of the Cold War.  In 1995, the Department of De-
fense published a pamphlet entitled “United 
States Security Strategy for the East Asia-Pacific 
Region.”  In addition to pledging that the United 
States would continue its alliance structure and 
forward deployed military presence of approxi-
mately 100,000 personnel, this document also 
voiced support for the ARF as an “inclusive 
group not directed at any one country” and one 
that would serve as a “forum for consultation on 
security issues in the Asia-Pacific region.”  In 
1998, the Pentagon updated this publication and 
made other specific references to the ARF, par-
ticularly the value of both the Track I and Track 
II approaches to regional security.30 

 Despite the assurances provided by former Sec-
retary of State Christopher and the positive 
evaluations in Department of Defense publica-
tions, there remain reservations as to the effec-
tiveness of the ASEAN Regional Forum, particu-
larly in the Pentagon.  These reservations are 
based on both form and substance considerations.  
Regarding the former, the ARF decision-making 
process is based on the ASEAN concepts of con-
sultation and consensus.  This process is fre-
quently time consuming and may not result in a 
definitive outcome, particularly on the more con-

tentious issues such as conflicting claims in the 
South China Sea.  Another reservation in the 
Pentagon involves the dominance of foreign min-
isters in the ARF process.  Since the ARF annual 
meetings follow the ASEAN Ministerial Meet-
ings, the major players are the foreign ministers 
and their staffs who set the agendas for these 
meetings.  One Southeast Asia security expert 
has referred to the ARF as “a club of foreign 
ministers,” however, since the second ARF meet-
ing in 1995, military representatives have also 
participated in the annual sessions.31  Other critics 
point to the fact that the first ARF meeting in 
1994 did not even have an agenda and lasted for 
only an hour.  They are dissatisfied that there has 
been little progress in moving beyond the confi-
dence building phase to preventive diplomacy, 
and that no movement to conflict resolution has 
occurred.  In many ways, these objections are 
typical American impatience with processes 
which these officials are unable to control, but 
they do influence the overall impression of many 
in the Department of Defense and elsewhere con-
cerning the value of the ARF.32 

         However, it is imperative that the United 
States continues its involvement with and partici-
pation in the ARF.  There are several reasons for 
this argument.  First, if the United States wants to 
remain credible in the region, it must do more 
than just keep forward deployed forces in place.  
The ASEAN Regional Forum is an important or-
ganization, and the United States is one of the 
original members.  To withdraw or reduce its in-
volvement would be counterproductive to the 
goal of remaining engaged and not in the best 
American interest.  Second, having ASEAN play 
the leading role in the ARF is valuable because it 
deflects the argument that the ARF is nothing 
more than another SEATO dominated by the 
United States.  ASEAN involvement makes it 
easier for countries such as China to play an ac-
tive ARF role.  Third, there has been a significant 
change in the way that China views the ARF.  
Initially, the Chinese were concerned that the 
ARF members would gang up on China over the 
South China Sea disputes for example.  However, 
this has not happened, and China has actually be-
come more accommodating at least in that it is 
now willing to discuss these problems multilater-
ally rather than just bilaterally.33  Perhaps the 



most significant example of this change in its ap-
proach to the ARF is the Chinese decision to sub-
mit a paper for inclusion in the first ARF 
“Annual Security Outlook” which was published 
in 2000.  While this first Chinese paper is some-
what vague on specific issues, the more impor-
tant point is that the decision was made to submit 
one at all.  Historically, China has been reluctant 
to provide this type of information.34  Finally, the 
ARF provides a useful forum to raise issues in-
volving countries with which the United States 
may have infrequent contact.  When North Korea 
joined the ARF at the July 2000 meeting, this fo-
rum has taken on increased significance to sup-
port the development of this evolving bilateral 
relationship.  
        Despite some of the frustrations involved, 
continued American participation will allow the 
United States to shape future ARF agendas, or at 
least  to participate in that process, and to influ-
ence the increasingly important Track II activi-
ties.  In the final analysis, there is currently no 
alternative to the ARF as a regional security or-
ganization, and American national security inter-
ests are served by the continuation of an active 
US role. 
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 . . . the Chinese Air Force and Naval air forces are 
obsolescent and incapable of mounting any effec-
tive large-scale sustained air operations. 
  
                                           1997 US Navy Report 
 
Statements such as the above are the norm in most 
research material on the Chinese People’s Libera-
tion Army Air Force (PLAAF) and many other as-
pects of Chinese military forces.  In Russell How-
ard’s September 1999 study, The Chinese People’s 
Liberation Army:  “Short Arms and Slow Legs,” he 
asserted, “China’s military technology deficiencies 
ensure that its armed forces will enter the 21st cen-
tury with armaments just beginning to incorporate 
technologies from the early 1970s.”1  It is clear, 
however, the Chinese are aware of these deficien-
cies and are slowly taking steps to modernize their 
military machine.  This article offers a historical 
perspective of the PLAAF starting in the late 1940s 
and ending with possible future developments of 
their air forces.  I will use this historical perspective 
to address potential military and strategic concerns 
and implications for the United States and the US 
Air Force.  Particular issues include PLAAF pro-
curement practices versus internal research and de-
velopment (R&D) in support of an independent 
aerospace industry, status of the PLAAF within the 
Chinese People’s Liberation Army (PLA), PLAAF 
pilot education and training, the relationship be-
tween the central government and the PLAAF in 
past years, and the potential for conflict against US 
forces over Taiwan. 
 My intent is to concentrate primarily on the basic 
capabilities of the PLAAF, just one small area of 
national power for China.  I want to understand the 
Chinese airmen, their heritage, how capable they 
are, and their future capabilities.  Should they be of 

concern to me as a future senior USAF leader?  
I maintain that although the present and near-

future capability of the conventional air forces of 
the PLA may be able to prevail over lesser forces in 
Asia, it is decades away from being a major threat 
to US or Japanese air forces.  But Chinese inclina-
tions towards cruise missile technology, informa-
tion warfare, and space capabilities should concern 
the United States.  The United States should stay 
the course with the “big stick” of its own aerospace 
force (to include maintaining a strong US aerospace 
defense industry), move aggressively forward with 
an Air Operations Center “reachback” capability, 
have courses of action (COAs) at the ready should 
they be needed for contingencies in the South 
China Sea and Taiwan Strait, prepare for Chinese 
missile technology, cyber attack, and/or space ca-
pability, and maintain an open dialogue of ex-
change to preclude confrontation.  In other words, 
plan for the worst but work towards the best. 

 
Importance 

Understanding the Chinese and the PLA is of 
vital importance in light of the Chinese “show of 
force” in the Taiwan Straits in March 1996 and the 
February 2000 publication of the Chinese White 
Paper which fires with words by making a very 
strong statement against the possibility of an inde-
pendent Taiwan.  In 1996, the PLAAF showcased 
an SA-10 surface-to-air missile firing, Su-27 fighter 
aircraft in both air superiority and ground attack 
roles, Il-76 transport aircraft dropping paratroopers, 
many helicopter sorties and a variety of missile fir-
ings.2  Although many questions remain as to the 
effectiveness of the PLA’s command and control 
throughout the “exercise,” a Taiwan contingency 
based on assumed US intervention is a major orga-
nizing principle of China’s military modernization.3  
As such, an attack on the Republic of China (ROC) 
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by the People’s Republic of China (PRC) must be 
planned against by US military leadership, even 
though current US policy remains ambiguous (even 
confusing at times considering the differing poli-
cies of our executive and legislative branches of 
government) as to our reaction should an actual 
Chinese attack occur.  Accordingly, senior US Air 
Force leadership must understand the capabilities 
of the PLAAF today and their potential for 
‘tomorrow.’ 
   The Chinese may be looking beyond conven-
tional air platforms for some “killer weapons” to 
strike at the US military machine in a limited con-
frontation.  China’s initiatives with nuclear forces, 
space dominance, and information since Desert 
Storm “shocked” them in 1991 have not been ro-
bust.  These initiatives in the Revolution in Military 
Affairs (RMA) school of thought are still not well 
accepted within the PLA as a whole. Yet we cannot 
discount the Chinese belief that the wide-spread use 
of information systems (prevalent in present US 
doctrine) has greatly increased the possibilities of 
the systems to be attacked or destroyed, and the 
scope and level of loss after being attacked-in es-
sence increasing the fragility of the United States 
and other Western countries.4  The 1999 Balkan’s 
Air War over Kosovo will force the Chinese to re-
evaluate their initiatives at the very least, and con-
tinue the upgrade of their air forces.  In fact, PLA 
Chief of General Staff General Fu Quanyu is now 
looking for several “killer weapons” that can effec-
tively stifle the enemy.5  With this in mind we be-
gin our study of the Chinese air forces; to do so, we 
start with a look at the history of the PLAAF. 
 
PLAAF Past 
 The PLAAF as it is currently known had its origin 
as the Chinese Communist Air Force (CCAF) in 
1946 when Lin Biao, the Commander of the Fourth 
Field Army, and his men confiscated airplanes and 
parts left on Japanese airfields in Manchuria fol-
lowing the end of World War II.  The Chinese 
Communists (“Reds”) salvaged a dozen or so air-
craft.  Additionally, Gen Lin ordered captured Japa-
nese pilots to train a few Chinese Reds to fly.  This 
original “air force” was initially desired to transport 
key army officers.6 

 The PLAAF was formally established in 1949 with 
Gen Lin Yalon, chief of staff of the Fourth Field 
Army, as its first commander.  By then, it consisted 

of 100 combat and transport aircraft at best.  Most 
of these had been captured from Chinese National-
ist forces or the Japanese.7  Ironically, many of the 
Nationalist air force assets taken included US C-46 
and C-47 transports, P-51 fighters, and B-25 bomb-
ers as the Communists pushed the Nationalists to 
south China.8 

 The initial pilot forces consisted primarily of inex-
perienced and uneducated ground forces and some 
Nationalist pilots, who jumped to the Reds.  Soviet 
Union advisors were relied upon heavily and offi-
cial Soviet military assistance programs began in 
Moscow with the signing of the Treaty of Friend-
ship, Alliance, and Mutual Assistance in February 
1950.9  During 1950-51, a senior officers’ school 
was set up in Beijing and Nanjing and the Air 
Force Academy was established in Xi’an.  In Au-
gust 1950 the first jet pilot training began at Shen-
yang with newly arrived Soviet instructors and air-
craft.10  The training areas for many of the new Red 
fighter pilots would be the combat skies over North 
Korea. 
 

Soviet assistance enabled the Chinese to 
build up their air force rapidly.  By autumn 
of 1951 they were strong enough to engage 
in what an official USAF historian has de-
scribed as “strenuous and not entirely inef-
fectual efforts to wrest air superiority over 
northwestern Korea away from the United 
Nations Command.”  China’s air force al-
tered its objectives and utilized the continua-
tion of the war for air combat training pur-
poses in an effort to train a maximum num-
ber of pilots and to test equipment, tactics, 
and organization.11 

 
 By mid 1952 the PLAAF had aggressively ac-
quired 1,800 aircraft of which 1,000 were jet fight-
ers, primarily Soviet MiG-15 Fagots.  Flying from 
Manchuria, they posed a numerically formidable 
threat to UN forces.12  Although the actual MiG-15 
aircraft performance was slightly better than that of 
the US F-86 Sabre, poor Red pilot gunnery skills, 
poor cockpit design, and deficient instrument and 
radio equipment gave the Sabre a slight over-all 
edge.13  US F-86 pilots destroyed enemy aircraft at 
an 8 to 1 ratio with 123 MiG-15s shot down over 
MiG Alley in Korea.14  Yet, despite their losses, 
those Red pilots that shot down US fighters were 



considered heroes with the Chinese continuing to 
brag about their “kills” to this day.  Unfortunately 
for the Chinese, a trend towards reliance on for-
eigners, namely the Soviets, for re-supply of air-
craft began that has “handcuffed” the PLAAF over 
the past 50 years.  They did not try to initiate the 
building of a solid independent defense industry 
until 1953, and the instability of their internal poli-
tics and government has never allowed an aero-
space defense industry to flourish.  Aircraft losses 
during the Korean conflict in the early 1950s forced 
the Chinese to rely on the Soviets for re-supply, 
and that reliance remains today. 
 In 1953, the Chinese added the MiG-17 Fresco to 
their inventory, specifically the MiG-17P, or the J-
4, and the MiG-17PF, or J-5.  The “P” designation 
represented poiskoviy or search radar, while the ad-
ditional “F” designation meant forsazh or after-
burner.15  By 1956, China’s own production plants 
were assembling MiG-15 and MiG-17 aircraft.16  
The MiG-15 is designated the J-2 in China.  The 
“J” means Jianjiji or fighter aircraft.  An “H” is 
used for its bomber aircraft translated from 
Hongzhaji.  Qiangjiji or “Q” is used for ground at-
tack aircraft and Yunshuji or “Y” for transport air-
craft.17  During conversations on aircraft, the Chi-
nese will use the J or F interchangeably with fight-
ers, and B or H with bombers.  Many of these air-
craft are still flying after 50 years of service. 
 The Chinese acquired the Soviet Mi-4 Hound heli-
copter (designated Z-5; Zhishengji for vertical ris-
ing aircraft) in 1958 which became and is the core 
of China’s helicopter transport capability, each ca-
pable of carrying up to 14 troops.18  In the 1960s 
they acquired Mi-6 Hook and Mi-8 Hip helicopters 
from the Soviets.  They also purchased the French 
Alouette III in 1967.  The Chinese use their heli-
copters for tactical airlift, transport, and medical 
evacuation only.19 

 Most Chinese transport aircraft are of Soviet origin 
as well.  Between 1950 and 1960, a series of pis-
ton-engine, short-haul and medium-range transport 
aircraft were delivered to China.  The Il-18 Coot 
was China’s first long-range heavy transport, ac-
quired from the Soviets in the 1960s.  They pur-
chased four Pakistan Trident jet transports in 1970 
(Lin Biao and his family crashed in one of these 
while fleeing the country after an aborted coup in 
1971), and 10 Boeing 707 aircraft and parts in 
1972.  There are no pure transport aircraft in the 

PLAAF; all are dual-use civil and military aircraft. 
 In 1952 the Chinese acquired a number of Il-28 
Beagle, Tu-2 Bat, and Tu-4 Bull bomber aircraft.  
By the late 1960s the Chinese produced their own 
Il-28 (H-5) bomber.  The Tu-16 Badger bomber ar-
rived from Russia sometime between 1958 and 
1960.  The Chinese reverse engineered it by 1964 
designating it the H-6.  It remains a mainstay of the 
Chinese bomber force today with a 3,000-mile 
range, 40,350 ft service ceiling, and 19,800-pound 
bomb capability.21  Bombers have always been a 
secondary priority of the Chinese.  They have con-
centrated on fighter planes and the training of 
fighter pilots for the defense and protection of 
China’s cities and coastline.  Curiously, tactical 
aviation was not emphasized either, a bit surprising 
in light of the heavy influence and character of the 
ground army within the PLA.22  The Q-5 Fantan-A 
ground attack aircraft acquired in 1965-66 is the 
lone exception.23  
 The MiG-19 (J-6) is the backbone of the Chinese 
tactical air forces along with the MiG-21 Fishbed 
(J-7) acquired in the late 1950s and early 1960s.  
Despite Mao Tse-tung’s politics of the Great Leap 
Forward (GLF), the aircraft industry was shielded 
from the excesses of his policies, especially the 
propaganda campaign condemning reliance on for-
eign technology and lauding self-reliance.  In fact, 
in 1959-60 two large production complexes in 
Xi’an and Chengdu produced Tu-16 bombers and 
MiG-21 fighters.  It was not until the Soviet with-
drawal of support in the summer of 1960 that China 
was to realize how much it depended on foreign 
help to preserve an air force capability.24 

 During 1961-64, the air force drastically declined 
in operational strength because of a fuel shortage, a 
drop in pilot training sorties and increased reliance 
on cannibalization for supplies.  At the time, the 
PLAAF also had the worst morale and discipline 
problems in the PLA.  It was hit hard by the loss of 
Soviet aid and economic dislocation of the GLF.  
As early as 1959, the government’s mistrust of the 
PLAAF pilots dictated a policy that did not allow 
the air force to fly over water without special per-
mission.  Nevertheless, there was a spate of defec-
tion flights to Taiwan in 1960-63.  Because of this, 
the entire PLAAF underwent strict screening for 
loyalty and class background.  Despite a shortage 
of pilots, a large number were grounded or dis-
missed outright.25 



 China still had some 30 new MiG-21 day fighters 
from the USSR.26  With those, and “with Lin Biao 
as minister of national defense and functioning as 
the operational chief of the party’s Military Com-
mission, the PLAAF entered and then began to re-
cover from the period of deprivation that marked 
the early 1960s as a result of the GLF and the with-
drawal of Soviet military assistance programs.”27  
Yet politics and coups continued to drive defense 
budgets up and down to the detriment of the 
PLAAF.  The Vietnam crisis in 1965 forced the 
Chinese aircraft industry production to spin up 
again.  The Chinese trained the Democratic Repub-
lic of Vietnam (DRV) pilots and supplied MiG-15 
and MiG-17 aircraft.  They also constructed an air 
defense network on the Vietnam border.28  Despite 
this air defense network, between 1964 and 1970, 
the PLAAF posted a relatively poor record against 
American aircraft, considering the hundreds of in-
trusions that went undetected, or at least unchal-
lenged, during the period.  [The same is true of in-
cursions by India, the USSR and Taiwan through-
out the 1950s and 1960s.]29  Their air defense net-
work remains suspect to this day.   
 The closest the PLAAF came to any kind of 
“formal” involvement in combat against the Ameri-
cans in Vietnam were “bluffs” in 1967 with aircraft 
landing and rotating in and out of North Vietnam.  
They avoided “fighting” once American raids be-
gan.30  Additionally, the PLAAF deployed hun-
dreds of aircraft to southern China during the 1979 
border war with Vietnam, but none of its aircraft 
engaged in combat.  This was the last time the air 
force was involved in any large-scale military op-
eration. 
 From 1973-79 there was much turmoil again 
within the PLAAF as China decided against mod-
ernization of its air forces since the US was out of 
Indochina and Russia threatened with missiles.31  In 
fact, the bulk of inventory and capability of the 
PLAAF of the 1950s and 1960s remains with them 
today as they enter the 21st century.  US officials in 
China call the inventory of the PLAAF “the 
world’s largest flying museum!” 
 
PLAAF Present 

“It is indicative of the extreme ground-force 
orientation of the PLA that, officially, the air force 
is just another of the eight service arms.  Actually, 
the PLAAF enjoys a special status.  It has a distinc-

tive uniform (the PLA green jacket and cap with 
blue trousers), a separate personnel system, and a 
chain of command which is highly centralized and 
separate from that of the ground forces.”32  Today, 
it also enjoys a majority of the PLA budget because 
of the emphasis given it as a response mechanism 
over the Taiwan issue of independence.   

The PLAAF is organized into Air Force Dis-
tricts (AFDs), which now match up with seven 
Military Regions (MRs).  Lack of army and air 
force coordination is reflected in the slow pace of 
organizational change.  It was not until 1985 that 
the air force’s military region boundaries com-
pletely coincided with the army’s military region 
boundaries.33  It is interesting to note though that 
the air force is tied to the army versus being strate-
gically organized.  The MRs can be characterized 
as the “haves” and “have-nots” with emphasis 
given to the combat strength along their southern 
coastline and northeast border.  The Chinese use a 
rapid-reaction strategy and the PLAAF has em-
braced the concept of deploying according to the 
principles of qian qing hou zhong (“light front, 
heavy rear”) and deploying in three rings which, in 
my opinion, is very similar to our air “defense in 
depth” concepts.34  This concept also follows with 
two mainstays of ancient China war-fighting doc-
trine: “trading space for time” and “defeating a su-
perior enemy with an inferior force.”35 

 The AFDs are comprised of one or more adminis-
trative Air Armies (fei-xing jun) that consist of the 
largest tactical air units or Air Divisions (fei-xing 
shi).  There are two or three Air Regiments (fei-
xing tuan) within the Air Divisions, three or four 
Air Wings (fei-xing ta-dui) within the Regiments, 
and three or four Air Squadrons (fei-xing zhong 
dui) within the Wings, each with 9-12 aircraft.36 

 Although enjoying a “special” status within the 
PLA, the PLAAF has always been the technologi-
cally weakest leg of the PLA force structure.  As 
mentioned earlier, their inventory is still primarily 
of 1950s-60s Soviet vintage.  Their 2,500 fighter-
interceptors are antiquated and no match versus the 
F-15s, F-16s, Su-27s and Mirage 2000s of other 
countries in the region.37  In a move towards in-
creasing force projection capability, the PLAAF 
has acquired the assets for an extremely limited in-
flight refueling capability.  Research indicates in 
1992, it transformed the Yun-8 transport aircraft 
into a refueling tanker and equipped at least four 



aircraft with air refueling kits using technology ac-
quired from Israel, Iran, and Pakistan.38  Yet in con-
versations with PLAAF officials they mention only 
one B-6 bomber that has been converted to a tanker 
with three more to follow in the future.  The B-6 
has been seen with drogue fuel lines out in Chinese 
military shows.  The Chinese consider in-flight re-
fueling as high-tech in nature, a capability the 
United States has enjoyed for half a century! 
 Also of importance, in 1992 China took delivery of 
26 Sukhoi-27 Flanker (J-11) fighter-bombers with 
an added agreement for 50-75 more.  The country 
also plans to co-produce 15-20 planes per year with 
Russia, but contract arrangements have yet to be 
concluded for this and, as of February 2000, the 
Chinese have a total of only 48 Flankers.39  The 
Flanker sold to China possesses hardware for look 
down/shoot down capability, over-the-horizon ad-
vance Doppler radar (149-mile detection range), la-
ser rangefinder, advanced fire control and autopilot 
function which permits ground control or airborne 
remote guidance.  They are also in-flight refuelable 
and are capable of carrying the AA-11 Archer 
(short-range infrared) and AA-10 Alamo (long-
range radar) air-to-air missiles.40  However, the in-
tegration of the Su-27 into the Chinese air force has 
proven difficult, particularly with respect to train-
ing and maintenance costs.  Three of the initial air-
frames have crashed, five were seriously damaged 
in a typhoon and all but a couple of the airframes 
have proved unsatisfactory which has slowed the 
procurement process.41 Those delivered do not pos-
sess all of the software needed to complement fully 
the hardware capability of the Su-27 (Russia will 
not give China a capability to strike into Russia).   
      In addition, PLAAF pilots are ill equipped to 
handle the few Su-27s that are airworthy (Russian 
pilots had to deliver the initial purchase of aircraft).  
The Chinese pilots lack all weather, night naviga-
tion and over-water operational skills to take full 
advantage of the Su-27.  Some estimates of pilot 
training have Chinese pilots receiving as little as 30 
hours of training per year in this aircraft versus the 
200-225 hours per year USAF fighter pilots re-
ceive.42   
 

In the 1950s, large numbers of pilots 
were recruited from among the worker-
peasant class, many of whom had only 
received primary education. In the 1960s 

and 70s, middle school students were en-
rolled, and from 1979 onwards, the avia-
tion schools have enrolled only senior 
high school students.  Since 1983, uni-
versity graduates have been enrolled for 
training, and these students, the first 
batch graduated in 1985, are the first pi-
lots in the history of the [PLA] Air Force 
who have degrees.43 

 
According to Chinese PLAAF officers in Beijing 
and at the 24th Air Division at Yangcun AFB, Chi-
nese bomber pilots are lucky if they receive 80 
hours of training per year; fighter pilots 100-110 
hours (about 2-3 sorties per week, 40-50 minutes in 
duration); and ground attack, 150 hours.44  More-
over, most fighter training sorties are dedicated to 
simple navigation as opposed to tactical maneuvers.  
In addition there is a lack of combat experience and 
what little tactical air-to-air flying they do is strictly 
ground-controlled and lacks individual pilot initia-
tive.  They rarely fly close formation hence many 
may have extreme difficulty with air refueling in 
weather, even with the platforms to do so.  Al-
though they plan to fly 30% of their time at night, 
they rarely do, and can accomplish very little tacti-
cally at night when they do.  This will continue to 
restrict the air force’s capabilities, especially 
against American or Western-trained air forces.45 

 The PLAAF bomber force remains outdated and it 
does not appear that the PLA plans to replace its 
aging fleet anytime soon, although what remains 
does have a nuclear capability.  They have retired 
their Il-28 aircraft and both the PLAAF and the 
PLA Naval Air Force (PLANAF) are left with the 
1955 vintage Tu-16 Badger as their only dedicated 
long-range bomber.  Weapons, avionics, and radar 
upgrades to the Tu-16 have extended its utility, but 
it is still not capable of deep-strike missions requir-
ing penetration of sophisticated anti-aircraft sys-
tems.  They have assigned the deep land-target 
strike mission to their missile forces.46  The 
PLANAF does have a few FB-7 fighter-bombers to 
complement their fleet.  These same planes were 
rejected by the PLAAF. 
 Before 1991, Chinese doctrine called for a “local 
limited war.”  The Chinese Navy and Air Force had 
to adapt to a new defensive perimeter that extended 
600 miles from China’s shore.  Desert Storm forced 
Beijing to change its military strategy to a doctrine 



of “limited local war under high-tech conditions.”47  
Such a doctrine is more assertive, stressing offen-
sive, even preemptive, uses of military power, but 
“the PLA does not now have, nor has it ever had, 
the wherewithal to carry out the doctrine’s intent.  
China’s deficiencies in systems integration, manu-
facturing propulsion systems, and advanced com-
puter technologies will be the most limiting factors 
in the PLA’s ability to field the weapons and equip-
ment necessary to satisfy strategic requirements.”48 

 Yet the “more offensive operational doctrine has 
signaled [China’s] intention to assume the status of 
a world power.  While every major power’s defense 
budget and military personnel levels have declined 
substantially since the Berlin Wall came down, the 
Chinese budget has increased on average approxi-
mately 11% per year.”49  In fact, the Chinese just 
announced a 12% increase for this next year. The 
PLA has the Taiwan issue fueling their “push” in 
doctrinal change and mod-
ernization. This gives it one 
central problem to concen-
trate on and focus its ef-
forts.  “It appears that doc-
trinal and equipment im-
provements are progressing 
very modestly.  In 1993 one 
noted China watcher felt 
that by 2000 China could 
be building [Soviet-
designed] MiG-31 fighters 
and have a significant fleet 
of fighter planes and bombers that can be refueled.  
In both cases the Chinese have come up short, indi-
cating the complexity of revamping their military 
establishments.”50  China’s air power has not devel-
oped to the level it can project the force required 
for execution of “local war under high-technology” 
doctrine.51 

 At present, it is unclear whether China’s military 
and defense industry has the ability to maintain the 
advanced equipment it is importing.  “China has no 
experience at building power plants for modern air-
craft [and] they must purchase sophisticated en-
gines from foreign suppliers, which leaves them 
vulnerable to the vicissitudes of international poli-
tics and business.”  If the Russians were to with-
draw their military assistance again, the Chinese 
would not be much better off than they were in 
1960 when the Soviets first withdrew.  China is 

simply too dependent on foreign military purchases 
and intelligence gathering to establish a solid aero-
space industry foundation that wishes to be on par 
with that in the United States.53  Statistics for 1994 
indicate 81% of Chinese military producing plants 
were losing money and perhaps no more than 10% 
of the defense manufacturing plants are actually 
used for military production with the remainder ei-
ther idle or devoted to producing goods or services 
for the civilian market.  “Despite reforms initiated 
in the early 1980s the Chinese military-industrial 
complex (CMIC) remains the huge, lumbering, ob-
solete behemoth built with Soviet assistance in the 
1950s.”54  The Xi’an Aircraft Corporation is a case 
in point of the sad status of state-run companies.  
Production is well below capacity, there is little 
automation throughout, safety standards are non-
existent, no new technologies are being explored, 
and little work is accomplished during their 8-hour 

shift, 5-day workweek.  
There is no challenge in 
aircraft production from 
the civil sector and the 
state-run military aircraft 
line has decreased steadily 
over the past years. 
 Although the sheer num-
bers of China’s approxi-
mately 3,000 combat air-
craft make it intimidating, 
the maintenance standards 
and operational readiness 

of the PLAAF’s first-and second-line bases along 
the southern coast are historically much higher than 
inland bases: 75-85% versus 55%.  It is also impor-
tant to understand the Chinese use an “availability” 
rate versus the operational rate used by USAF per-
sonnel.  If an aircraft is “available” in the PLAAF, 
it means the aircraft can be ready in 24 hours.55 I 
would be very wary of equating “availability” to 
“operational readiness” of their air forces.  At the 
24th Air Division, where they fly J-7 and J-8 fight-
ers, approximately 8% of the aircraft are available 
to fly on any one day.  They claim their aircraft fly 
approximately 14 sorties per month.  Additionally, 
because of a poor logistical support system many 
Chinese fighters that return from flight with prob-
lems are unable to re-generate in less than four to 
five days!56  They do not have a hot-pit ground re-
fueling capability (refueling with the aircraft run-

PLAAF J-11 Flanker fighter (Federation of American Scientists at 
www.fas.org/nuke/guide/china/agency/plaaf.htm) 



ning) and half of all ground refueling is gravity fed.  
There is also no weapons integrated combat turn 
(ICT) capability.  If a fighter returns “Code 1” (no 
problems), they do have the capability to fly four to 
five sorties per day with that aircraft. 
 The same problems plague the PLANAF.  In addi-
tion, they lack an aircraft carrier capability (ship, 
aircraft, and pilot-wise), lack any ability for anti-
submarine warfare (ASW) and primarily use their 
obsolete MiG-19s as an air defense of naval shore 
installations, air cover for their fleets, and recon-
naissance.57 

  In 1982, the late Deng Xiaoping’s priorities for 
China’s overall modernization were agriculture, in-
dustry, science and technology, and then, national 
defense.58  With these priorities in mind, the most 
important element during China’s military mod-
ernization is an emerging doctrine that emphasizes 
strategic attack against the most critical enemy tar-
gets.59  This, in turn, has required the moderniza-
tion of its space, information, long-range precision 
strike, and other strategic dimensions of warfare.60  
Following Desert Storm, ground domination con-
tinued to be a key feature of air force moderniza-
tion while downgrading the air domination the-
ory.61   
      Operation Allied Force once again “shocked” 
the Chinese.  The PLAAF must now question their 
own modernization program which focuses upon 
air superiority ground attack among others, such as 
transporting of troops and supplies, airborne early 
warning and reconnaissance, electronic counter-
measures, maintenance, and logistics.62  If nothing 
else, the air war over Kosovo revealed still more 
improvements in US precision-guided weapons and 
deepened China’s perception of a growing techno-
logical gap.63  As of 1995, the PLAAF did not pos-
sess any precision-guided weapons and in 1999 still 
only possessed a limited capability to produce ef-
fective conventional munitions.64 

 Although China’s “show of force” exercise in the 
Taiwan Straits was announced as a 
“combined” (read our “joint”) exercise, and there 
have been many other such “combined” exercises 
by the PLAAF, the truth is there is “no synergy 
from conducting combined arms operations . . . and 
the weakness of China’s airlift capability [A 1998 
DoD report to Congress estimated China’s airlift 
enough for 6,000 troops to deploy, or two airborne 
regiments, at a time.]65 and the inability by PLAAF 

to provide air cover for ships at sea remain hin-
drances to mobility and power projection.”66  Their 
“combined” exercises are simulated much of the 
time with poor C2 capability throughout the mili-
tary forces.67  The 24th Air Division Commander 
claimed their last “joint” exercise was in 1994 
when his division coordinated with air defense 
forces alone, not the Army or Navy. 
 In summary, today Chinese fighter forces consist 
of about 1,800 obsolete, Chinese-assembled MiG-
19 aircraft, their 2,500 interceptors are still far infe-
rior to any other Northeast Asia air force, their pi-
lots do not receive enough or quality training, their 
320 bombers are slow and vulnerable, and the 
PLAAF and PLANAF still cannot rely on China’s 
aircraft industry for indigenous production of mod-
ern fighters and bombers, or to improve existing 
platforms without foreign assistance.68  The closest 
the Chinese have come to producing their own in-
digenous combat aircraft has been with the J-8 Fin-
back which is actually an enlargement of the Soviet 
MiG-21 (J-7) layout to accommodate two engines.  
Initially developed in 1964, it was not until 1992 
that the PLANAF finally agreed to put it into opera-
tional service, and that was only after significant 
upgrades.  The upgraded J-8-2 version is co-
produced with Russia and is now in service in the 
PLAAF as well.69  The cockpit is small and 
cramped similar to all MiG models and forward 
visibility is restricted by multiple gunsight/heads-
up-display (HUD) reflective glass panels and other 
add-on devices on top of the cockpit dashboard. 
 Their aerial refueling capability is in its infant 
stages and they have no Airborne Warning and 
Control System (AWACS) aircraft as of yet.  
“Given the current priority within Chinese national 
resource allocation, and the expected level of Chi-
nese technological and training development, it will 
be many years before the PLA fields capabilities to 
project significant power across the region or to 
present a major challenge to US forces beyond its 
border.”70 

 
 
PLAAF Future 
 It is too soon after the Kosovo “shock” to evaluate 
how the Chinese will react in their modernization 
efforts.  Early speculation dictates it will cause an 
accelerated effort at military modernization, par-
ticularly in hi-tech areas such as cruise missiles and 



laser weapons.71  “China will continue to actively 
seek advanced technology through sending students 
abroad, purchases from cooperative nations, and 
commercial partners.”72  Research and development 
continue in fields such as stealth radar, laser weap-
ons, electro-dynamic railguns, anti-satellite inter-
ceptors, precision-guided missiles, and many other 
weapons designed to focus on US vulnerabilities.  
Yet the Chinese lack items on the Military Critical 
Technologies List of modern military industries.73  
The “CMIC inability to design and build modern 
combat airframes and power plants is compounded 
by China’s deficiencies in essentially all other tech-
nology areas central to modern air forces.”74  
 The first locally produced addition to China’s air 
power may be the domestically developed J-10 
fighter-bomber that has been in the design stage for 
more than a decade in collaboration with Israel.  It 
would be similar to the F-16 and nuclear-capable, 
but China’s record on reverse engineering (they re-
ceived an F-16 from Pakistan) is poor and it is at 
least 7-8 years away from development if it makes 
it that far.75  If it is successful, the J-10 is planned 
to be more maneuverable than the F/A-18E/F but 
with less sophisticated radar and countermea-
sures.76 

 Another “significant planned aircraft purchase is 
the Su-30MKK (MKK:  modernized commercial 
for China [PRC]) fighter-bombers which the PRC 
plans to purchase from Russia.  The extended range 
of the Su-30MKK would allow the PRC to fly 
around [Taiwan] to strike the ROC’s lesser-
defended eastern shore, avoiding ROC airspace 
over the heavily-sensored and defended Taiwan 
Strait.  The PRC is expected to purchase 40 to 60 of 
the Su-30MKK aircraft, with deliveries expected to 
begin in 2000.”77  China is also upgrading the J-8-2 
to the J-8IIM co-developed with Russia.  It is actu-
ally a new-generation fighter plane similar to F-
16A/C, F-18 and Mirage 2000 aircraft.  It will 
probably be equipped with Russia or China’s hel-
met sight and advanced air-to-air missiles.78 

 
Chinese engineers are examining method-
ologies to enable the PLAAF to jam air-
borne early warning platforms and sophisti-
cated networks, such as the Joint Tactical 
Information Distribution System (JTIDS).  
The Chinese also have a requirement for an 
ability to counter stealthy aircraft and mis-

siles.  They are examining a range of de-
signs for a long-range air-to-air missile to 
counter high value assets such as airborne 
early warning platforms, AWACS, and air-
borne jammers.77 

 
More importantly, the Chinese have placed an em-
phasis on information warfare (cyber attack),  
cruise missile technology, and their strategists have 
grasped the concept of space dominance.80    
 The Chinese plan to build a lone aircraft carrier by 
2005, capable of carrying 28 fixed wing aircraft.  
Problems with carrier-qualified pilot training, take-
off and landing system, ASW technology and anti-
aircraft radar technology remain key areas to re-
solve.81  The single medium-sized aircraft carrier 
may be China’s token military capability intended 
for “prestige and showing-the-flag.”82  It is interest-
ing to note that in March 2000, Colonel Jianguo 
Wu, Commander of the Shanghai Navy Base men-
tioned he has never even thought of an aircraft car-
rier in his defense-oriented Navy. 
 Their recent acquisition of approximately 10 Il-76 
Candid medium/long-range transport aircraft will 
marginally increase existing force projection capa-
bility.83 The PRC is also developing an AWACS 
prototype aircraft through the Israelis to be deliv-
ered sometime in 2000.84  Recent United States ne-
gotiations with the Israelis will delay if not cancel 
this delivery. 
 Perhaps the most significant implication of the 
relatively small-scale introduction of modern mili-
tary equipment (such as the Su-27 and Su-30MKK) 
into the PLA is that only a limited portion of the 
officer corps and enlisted force has routine, hands-
on experience in operating and maintaining truly 
modern equipment.  As mentioned earlier, 
 

they have no combat experience and their 
low level of education and technical sophis-
tication hampers rapid modernization al-
though a major educational campaign is un-
derway in China.85 

 
Additionally, the establishment of a professional 
non-commissioned officer program similar to that 
of the US armed forces is now a year old.  Cur-
rently 30% of  PLAAF maintainers are officers.  
Due to budget constraints, the Chinese can no 
longer afford to rely on a robust number of troops 



 China still seems to be seeking the quick fix or the 
‘killer weapons’ as described earlier.  Their mili-
tary industrial complex remains inefficient and un-
coordinated.  Little has changed in 40 years in this 
area.  China’s spending on military research and 
development remains rather small when compared 
to other countries with high military expenditures 
except Japan and Russia.86  It will probably be two 
decades or more before the PLA has the capacity to 
project and sustain military forces outside its bor-
ders, but the intention to possess the capability is 
very clear.87  If the Chinese intent is to be able to 
engage the United States in a limited conflict in the 
South China Sea, they certainly possess the num-
bers of aircraft and capability to make a good first 
push, creating havoc and certainly more than a mi-
nor concern for the United States and must be care-
fully planned for by the USAF.  William H. Over-
holt, Executive Director Head of Asia Macro Re-
search of Nomura International (Hong Kong) Lim-
ited, mentioned the PLA would get “spanked” the 
first time they tried to attack Taiwan, and the sec-
ond time, and the third time...but the US must 
worry about the “159th time” they attack, because 
they will attack to keep Taiwan!  Yet, within the 
context of this same conversation with prominent 
strategists in Hong Kong, many interpret the Chi-
nese February 2000 White Paper on Taiwan as a 
positive sign of Chinese “diplomacy.”  Instead of a 
show-of-force in the Taiwan Straits similar to that 
in 1996, they backed off to a White Paper – inter-
esting thought, but not interesting enough to breath 
easier about the Taiwan issue. 
 
Conclusion 
 This study has looked at the past, present, and fu-
ture of the PLAAF, and addressed the concerns and 
implications for the United States and the USAF.  
A careful analysis of Chinese air force capabilities, 
present and future, is warranted because of in-
creased tensions in the South China Sea and across 
the Taiwan Straits.  Although the US 1999 Strate-
gic Assessment of the Asia-Pacific Region states 
that, by 2010, Chinese naval and air forces will 
probably by able to prevail over any ASEAN mili-
tary forces in the South China Sea and may even 
possess military superiority over Taiwan, the PLA 
will not be a match for US or Japanese forces.  But 
new force-projection assets such as aerial refueling, 
improved air defenses, integrated command-and-

control systems, and information warfare capabili-
ties will compel the attention of Washington and 
other nations.  Systematic limited types of attacks 
by the Chinese in their areas of interests in the 
South China Sea cannot be dismissed lightly. 
 My research has revealed the poor quality and 
quantity of pilot training throughout the Chinese air 
forces, a defense-industrial base that does not have 
the depth and experience in developing and produc-
ing advanced military technologies, and an air force 
still stymied by a PLA dominated by strategies of 
land forces.88  Wartime scenarios lean toward a tra-
ditional People’s War (as believed by Communist 
Party members), or a Limited War (as believed and 
budgeted for by a majority of the PLA), versus a 
war involving RMA (as believed by a number of 
senior-colonels and major generals within the PLA, 
and certain civilian defense analysts).89  Those 
forces advocating a RMA approach believe 
“military force with inferior weapons can defeat its 
rivals with superior weapons through scratching the 
weak points of high-tech weapons to counter-attack 
them.  Military forces equipped with high-tech 
weapons are not so strong as what Western coun-
tries have boasted and they have many problems 
and weak points.”90  For example, during a discus-
sion at the Chinese National Defense University in 
Beijing, senior PLA officials hinted they consid-
ered our Air Operations Centers (AOCs) and 
AWACS aircraft as centers of gravity they would 
attack. 
 The United States must be wary of the China of 
“tomorrow” although I would not consider it a Red 
Monster.  The validity of Sun Tzu is as true today 
as it was in yesteryear when Deng Xiaoping’s guid-
ance to his military was tao guang yang hui or con-
ceal our capabilities and bide our time.91  The 
United States should be concerned with Chinese 
initiatives in cruise missile technology, information 
warfare and space dominance, all of vital interest to 
US national security.  Additionally, although the 
PLAAF fly primarily “historic” aircraft, one cannot 
discount the cohesiveness, patriotism and discipline 
of the current pilot corps of the PLA air forces.  
 Accordingly, US military leadership, in particular 
USAF and USN leadership, must prepare COAs for 
scenarios of a limited nature possibly involving 
PRC and ROC forces in the near future.  In the 
long-term, we should also maintain our combat 
edge by continuing our long-standing practice of 



quality pilot training and military modernization of 
aerospace forces so as to never be second best in 
any conflict.  This should include any and all ef-
forts to maintain our dominance of space.  Force 
protection of our AOCs through future reachback 
capability must continue and air superiority and de-
fense of our high-value air assets (HVAA) such as 
AWACS must never be compromised.  
 The Chinese reform and modernization effort is 
long-term in nature and few will truly know the real 
combat capability of their forces at any point in 
time without actually flying against them. We can-
not afford to be influenced by possible “smoke 
screens” thrown up by the Chinese if they continue 
with their centuries-old, superb practice of decep-
tion – when capable, feign incapacity.92 
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As the decade of the new century dawned, Japanese 
and American security policy makers found them-
selves confronted by historic changes in the secu-
rity environment.  The collapse of the Soviet Union 
and eastern bloc unleashed democratic and nation-
alist forces capable of producing both lasting peace 
and/or chronic instability.  Cold War assumptions 
of a common ideological threat became an even 
more tenuous basis for the US-Japan security rela-
tionship which, due to Japan’s constitutionall ban 
on war potential, has never involved reciprocal de-
fense obligations.  The central question for con-
cerned policy makers was how the US-Japan secu-
rity alliance might adapt to a new era.2  As the US 
Department of Defense (DoD) reevaluated Amer-
ica’s global security commitments, the Japan De-
fense Agency (JDA) studied ways in which to up-
date the bilateral context of its security role, the 
1978 Guidelines for US-Japan Defense Coopera-
tion.  As the 1990’s unfolded, two crises shaped 
strategic thinking in Tokyo and Washington about 
how to revise the framework for military coopera-
tion – the Gulf War of 1990-1991, and the North 
Korea nuclear crisis of 1994.  Both events exposed 
the US-Japan security alliance as militarily suspect 
and in need of close review to meet post-Cold War 
challenges. 
 
War in the Gulf 

On 2 August 1990, eight divisions totaling 
100,000 Iraqi troops, led by two elite Republic 
Guard divisions, sliced across the Iraq-Kuwait bor-
der toward Kuwait City.  Within twelve hours, they 
had subdued the 16,000-member Kuwaiti Army 
and controlled all strategic nodes, and in the proc-
ess doubled Iraq’s share of global oil reserves to 20 
percent.3  A third Republican Guard division de-
ployed against the Saudi Arabian border and threat-
ened another one-quarter of the world’s oil produc-

tion capacity. 
President Bush acted decisively.  He con-

vened the National Security Council, demanded an 
immediate Iraqi withdrawal, and led a unanimous 
United Nations resolution against the invasion.  He 
then called for a global freeze of Iraqi financial as-
sets and implementation of full economic sanctions.  
Secretary of Defense Cheney boarded a flight to 
Saudi Arabia to discuss defense of the Kingdom 
with King Fahd. 

The reaction in Japan on 2 August was very 
different.  Prime Minister Kaifu convened a meet-
ing of the Cabinet in a consensus-seeking discus-
sion about Japan’s response to this problem in a re-
gion that provided 70 percent of its oil imports.  
Naturally, Defense Agency inputs stressed intelli-
gence reports of what was happening rather than 
suggesting politically contentious military options.  
The Ministry of International Trade and Industry 
(MITI) opposed economic sanctions, fearing oil 
prices would rise and Iraq would default on its $40 
billion debt to Japanese trading companies.  The 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MoFA) urged support 
of the US position and prevailed over MITI in an 
emergency session on 5 August.4  The next day, Ja-
pan joined the nearly unanimous UN embargo 
against Iraq, and the US Secretary of Defense re-
ported he had received permission from King Fahd 
to deploy US troops to Saudi Arabia. 

The closest US military forces were two air-
craft carriers in the Mediterranean Sea and Indian 
Ocean, four heavy armored and mechanized divi-
sions in Germany, and nine tactical fighter wings 
throughout Europe.  President Bush ordered F-15 
aircraft from the 1st Fighter Wing and the 2300 
troops of the 82d Airborne Division’s ready brigade 
to Saudi Arabia to deter a southward advance by 
the growing Iraqi army in Kuwait. 

As American military forces began stream-
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ing into Saudi Arabia, MoFA bureaucrats blocked 
Defense Agency suggestions that Japan dispatch 
some of its forty-three minesweepers, arguably the 
world’s best, to the Gulf to help enforce the eco-
nomic sanctions.  Even Japan’s economic contribu-
tion seemed difficult.  Foreign Minister Nakayama 
explained initially that Japan could not provide fi-
nancial support to any country that sent military 
forces to the Gulf.  By the end of August, as Japan 
struggled to respond to the reality of 550,000 Iraqi 
troops in Kuwait, President Bush had ordered 
200,000 troops to the Gulf in a steady buildup of 
forces. 

Various US officials urged their Japanese 
counterparts to contribute to the allied cause in 
various ways:  (1) dispatch minesweepers, C-130 
aircraft, and Self-Defense Force (SDF) personnel; 
(2) provide cash to coalition forces; (3) provide aid 
to Middle East states losing oil revenue due to the 
crisis; (4) plan to purchase major US weapons sys-
tems; and, (5) increase host nation support of US 
forces in Japan.5  In response, Japan’s first aid 
package announcement on 29 August 1991 pledged 
$1 billion, of which $10 million was a cash grant to 
Jordan.6  Officials made general references to 
longer term support for Turkey and Egypt in the 
form of construction projects.  Medical supplies, 
tents, and food had to be sent aboard commercial 
chartered aircraft, since Japanese SDF aircraft were 
forbidden to enter a war zone.  Japan Air Lines and 
All Nippon Airways flights reluctantly agreed to a 
limited number of flights to the Gulf…as long as 
they carried no explosive material, no weapons, no 
military personnel and were guaranteed a safe jour-
ney.7  Due to these self-imposed restrictions, Japan 
paid US commercial flights to transport military 
equipment and personnel. 

Congressional ire swelled at their supposed 
ally’s inability to contribute meaningfully to the in-
ternational military effort.  In September, the House 
of Representatives passed an amendment to the de-
fense authorization bill that would have begun a 
phased withdrawal of US troops from Japan.  A 
frustrated Japanese Defense Minister taunted the 
US to send its forces in Japan home.8  The US gov-
ernment responded by sending a team to Japan that 
requested financial assistance.  As they returned 
home, the Kaifu administration announced a second 
aid package of an additional $3 billion.  Half of this 
contribution would flow to “non-lethal” military 

efforts and half would be economic aid.  Following 
talks between President Bush and Prime Minister 
Kaifu in New York, the prime minister announced 

Japan would increase its host nation support of US 
forces in Japan. 

In October, as the international coalition 
waited for economic sanctions to work and worried 
about the prospect of heavy casualties in a military 
response to Iraqi aggression, Liberal Democratic 
Party (LDP) faction leader Ichiro Ozawa attempted 
to reverse Japan’s 1980 policy against collective 
self-defense.  By regarding constitutionally prohib-
ited “international disputes” as interactions between 
the United Nations and a state rather than between 
Japan and a state, Ozawa argued the SDF could 
participate militarily in the Gulf coalition since the 
situation was not strictly an international dispute.  
Faced by an opposition majority in the Upper 
House of the Diet, Prime Minister Kaifu would not 
support this verbal twist.  His legal alternatives to 
abiding by existing political constraints on Japan’s 
military were either to amend the Self-Defense 
Force law so the SDF could be sent to an overseas 
combat zone, or to introduce a new law. 

The prime minister chose the latter course.  
He announced the UN Peace Cooperation Corps 
Bill, which would establish a Peace Cooperation 
Corps for United Nations duty.  The Corps would 
consist of 1000-2000 individuals, including SDF 
individuals who would first lose their status as SDF 
members, then provide non-combat, rear support to 
the multinational coalition.  During the intense de-
bate in the Diet, government officials contradicted 
each other in tortuous attempts to contribute to a 

Japan Air Self-Defense Force F-1 fighters.  (JASDF photo from http://
www.jda.go.jp/jasdf/gallery.htm) 



buildup of international military force without sup-
porting the use of force.  Prime Minister Kaifu fi-
nally testified that Japan’s constitution permitted 
only unarmed SDF participation in the UN coali-
tion.  To dispatch an armed SDF overseas consti-
tuted the use of force and collective defense, which 
in 1981 had been deemed unconstitutional.  The ab-
surdity of sending unarmed self-defense forces to 
the Gulf with neither the intent nor the capability to 
use credible force finally became clear to LDP and 
major opposition parties.  They withdrew the bill in 
November.  LDP and Komeito, the largest opposi-
tion party, agreed to propose a new bill during the 
next Diet session.9 

The US Congress narrowly passed a war 
resolution in January 1991,10 ending the debate on 
whether to continue economic sanctions or force 
Iraqi forces from Kuwait.  The day the air war was 
launched, the Kaifu Cabinet established the Gulf 
Crisis Countermeasure Headquarters in a sputtering 
search for constitutionally acceptable ways to con-
tribute to the war.  Meanwhile, the month-long air 
war destroyed one-half of Iraqi forces, and a 100-
hour ground war in February evicted the invaders 
in a successfully integrated air, naval and ground 
campaign.  The thirty-two allied nations suffered 
240 fatalities and 776 wounded.  At one point, 
Prime Minister Kaifu suggested sending five C-130 
aircraft to the Gulf to evacuate refugees as part of 
the UN coalition.  However, opposition parties 
threatened to withdraw support for the economic 
aid already pledged, and the idea was dropped.  In-
stead, Japan pledged an additional $9 billion in eco-
nomic aid, silencing most American criticism about 
the amount of Japan’s financial commitment.11  Ap-
proved by the Diet three days after the surrender of 
Iraqi forces, Japan’s overall financial contribution 
of $13 billion had become the third largest behind 
Saudi Arabia and the United States.  Outside Japan, 
however, this contribution to security was generally 
regarded as late, low risk, and not nearly equivalent 
to a military commitment. 

In April, six Japanese Maritime SDF mine-
sweepers departed for the Persian Gulf under orders 
that constrained their actions strictly.  The Prime 
Minister’s Office established a Secretariat of the 
International Peace Cooperation Headquarters to 
negotiate among government ministries about the 
scope of Japan’s participation in international peace 
efforts.  While the Lower House debated the UN 

Peacekeeping Operations and Other Operations 
Bill, cabinet members were divided on the key is-
sue of collective action.  Prime Minister Kaifu first 
supported, then rejected, distinctions made between 
collective defense and collective security.12  The 
final agreement allowed Self-Defense Forces to be 
authorized, on a case by case basis, to participate in 
UN non-combat missions (peacekeeping and hu-
manitarian operations) under five conditions: 

 
1. Parties involved in conflict agree 

to a cease-fire. 
 
2. Parties involved consent to the 

presence of the peacekeeping 
force and Japan’s participation. 

 
3. The peacekeeping force main-

tains impartiality. 
 
4. Japan reserves the right to with-

draw its participation if the above 
conditions are not followed. 

 
5. Weapons are restricted to the 

minimum necessary for self-
protection.13 

 
Most Diet members and cabinet ministers, 

however, did claim to give authorization in general 
terms to the Defense Agency to defend Japanese 
territory.  From this narrower perspective, the Gulf 
War was a siphon that drew American troops away 
from Japan and Korea to participate in the far-flung 
crisis.  Officials wondered how American forces 
could possibly handle two major regional contin-
gencies, as US doctrine claimed, when it had to de-
ploy 80 percent of the VII Corps from Europe to 
generate an offensive ground force in the Gulf.14  
The American answer was that a delaying action 
would be initiated in one theater, presumably Ko-
rea, while the other theatre conflict would be re-
solved quickly, then forces would be shifted.  This 
was not particularly consoling to the few advocates 
of military security in Japan, or to the many in 
South Korea. 

US reactions to the indecisiveness of its se-
curity alliance partner ranged from bitter resigna-
tion to hopeful optimism.  Some officials con-
cluded that Japan’s contributions would simply 



continue to be financial, so US forces will have to 
carry on planning and executing military operations 
independently.  Others were more hopeful that Ja-
pan would expand its ability to provide military 
contributions in times of crisis.  As officials re-
flected on the performance of the security alliance 
during the Gulf crisis, uncomfortable questions 
were raised.  If US forces had suffered more casual-
ties during the Gulf war, would the American peo-
ple support the US-Japan alliance?  Private criti-
cism was more blunt.  What was the value of Japan 
as an ally if it could not or would not contribute 
militarily to a clear act of aggression in a region of 
shared and vital national interests?  Why did 
Americans disregard Japan’s huge financial contri-
bution made under constitutional constraints origi-
nally imposed by the Americans themselves? 
 
Post-War Strategic Adjustments 

Following the Gulf War, the United States 
and Russia resumed post Cold War strategic nu-
clear force reductions, including the removal of tac-
tical nuclear weapons from the Koreas and from 
US surface vessels.  At the same time, growing un-
rest in Central Europe and Africa reinforced the 
view that the future held a dangerous potential for 
more regional conflicts.  Although American na-
tional security policy was officially one of 
“engagement,” the post-Cold War drawdown of 
military forces presaged disengagement.  The East 
Asian Strategic Initiative reports produced by the 
US government (one prior to and one after the Gulf 
War) both announced a gradual withdrawal of US 
forces from Asia, raising concerns on the part of 
the Japanese Defense Agency about a potential 
power vacuum in the region.  How could Japan’s 
politically constrained self-defense forces deal with 
a resurgent China, Russia in disarray, and the en-
during military standoff on the Korean peninsula? 

Events in 1992 reinforced Japanese uncer-
tainty about the regional security environment and 
raised questions about their effect on Japan.  For 
example, in February, China passed the Territorial 
Waters Act, claiming Japan’s Senkaku Islands as 
Chinese territory – would the Americans publicly 
commit to defending the Senkakus against Chinese 
claims?  In June, the US and Russia agreed to mas-
sive reductions of strategic nuclear weapons – 
would the American nuclear umbrella protect Japan 
against the rising power of China?  In August, 

China and South Korea established diplomatic rela-
tions – would an eventually reunified Korea lean 
toward China, away from Japan?  In October, 
China’s 14th National Party Congress emphasized 
the importance of military strength and the defense 
of territorial sovereignty.  In December, China and 
Russia declared a strategic partnership after more 
or less resolving a longstanding border demarcation 
dispute.  Russia still held the four strategically lo-
cated northern islands and islets off the north of Ja-
pan that it had seized in 1945:  Kunashiri, Etorofu, 
Shikotan, and Habomai – referred to in Japan as the 
Northern Territories.  In addition to these develop-
ments, the policies of the new Clinton administra-
tion seemed to signal a shift away from Japan to-
ward China:  the eleven-month vacancy of the am-
bassadorship to Japan; the influx of China experts 
in place of Japan experts in the State Department; 
and the emphasis on economic security issues 
rather than post-Cold War military roles.  These 
events and concerns conspired to promote cautious 
support for a broader Japanese military role in 
world affairs, marketed rather ambiguously under 
the undefined rubric of “security.” 

The UN Peacekeeping Operations and 
Other Operations Law provided the legal vehicle 
for Japan to participate in multilateral peacekeeping 
operations.  From June 1992, when the PKO law 
was enacted, the Cabinet won Diet approval for and 
sent members of the SDF on a number of UN 
peacekeeping or humanitarian missions.15  In 1992, 
the Miyazawa Cabinet successively sent two 600-
member battalions of engineers and supply troops 
to support the year-long United Nations Transition 
Authority in Cambodia (UNTAC).16  In 1993 and 
1994, the Miyazawa and Hosokawa cabinets dis-
patched some 200 Japanese SDF transportation and 
staff personnel to Mozambique, supporting the 
United Nations Operation in Mozambique 
(UNUMOZ) over a 20-month period.  1994-1995 
saw even the socialist Murayama Cabinet send 
medical, sanitation, transportation and airlift forces 
to Zaire, in support of the UN High Commissioner 
for Refugees’ response to refugee outflows from 
Rwanda.  In 1996, the Hashimoto cabinet sent 
forty-three transportation and administrative per-
sonnel to Syria and Israel as members of the UN 
Disengagement Observer Force (UNDOF). 

While Japan tested its ability to participate 
in peacekeeping and humanitarian missions, US 



participation in peace enforcement missions clari-
fied the human costs and domestic political limits 
associated with multilateralism.  In 1993, eighteen 
American soldiers were killed in a shootout with 
armed gangs in Somalia.  Under congressional 
pressure, President Clinton had withdrawn all US 
forces from the United Nations Operation in Soma-
lia (UNOSOM) by 1994.  By the next year, all 
other UNOSOM forces had been withdrawn.  In 
1995, pinprick air strikes by the North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization (NATO) prompted Bosnian 
Serbs to take 400 UN hostages from the ranks of 
the UN Protection Force.  No hostages were Ameri-
cans because the United States had declined to pro-
vide ground troops to the militarily constrained 
37,000-member force. NATO eventually responded 
by creating a more powerful and credible Imple-
mentation Force of 60,000 troops, which won US 
participation.17 

Japan also attempted to broaden its security 
role through closer defense ties to South Korea reg-
istered sudden gains.  In 1991 and 1992, defense 
white papers published annually by the government 
of the Republic of Korea (ROK) accused Japan of 
planning to become a military superpower with an 
aggressive forward defense that would replace a re-
ceding US presence.  The 1992 White Paper, how-
ever, emphasized the importance of military per-
sonnel exchanges with Japan, encouraged Japan’s 
enhanced defense relationship with the United 
States, and acknowledged Japan’s expanding re-
gional security role.  The Republic of Korea’s Min-
istry of National Defense organized a policy group 
to manage Japan issues as a bilateral security rela-
tionship.  Defense Minister Rhee Byoung Tae vis-
ited Japan and proposed exchange visits and stu-
dent exchanges, port calls, and air safety coordina-
tion.  Even the October demand by Defense Minis-
ter Choi Sae Chang that the International Atomic 
Energy Agency (IAEA) upgrade its inspections of 
Japan’s nuclear reactors in preparation for the 1995 
review of the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) did 
not halt increased security ties. 
 
North Korean Nuclear Crisis 

In 1992, it appeared that the collapse of the 
Soviet Union had had the effect of increasing the 
relative stability of the mercurial Korean Peninsula.  
Russia’s cutoff of funds to North Korea led to a 
South-North agreement on non-aggression, ex-

changes, and de-nuclearization of the peninsula.  
North Korea agreed to put into permanent storage 
spent fuel rods that contained enough plutonium for 
several nuclear bombs.  Even the negative develop-
ments in North Korea – decline in gross national 
product (GNP) of 20 percent, $10 billion in foreign 
debt, shrinking trade, and massive starvation – were 
interpreted as signs of the North’s weakness.18   

But undercurrents of Cold War strategic 
thinking proved capable of instantly reversing san-
guine predictions of North Korean pliability and 
peace on the peninsula.  In March 1993, North Ko-
rea announced its withdrawal from the nuclear 
Non-Proliferation Treaty, simultaneously heighten-
ing regional fears of its nuclear potential, challeng-
ing the US nuclear guarantee to its Asian allies, and 
stoking concerns about a broader Japanese military 
role. 

Negotiations between North Korea on the 
one hand, and the United Nations, United States, 
and South Korea on the other, dragged on for a 
year, with successive delays.  A UN resolution call-
ing for inspections of suspected nuclear sites was 
frustrated by repeated North Korean attempts to 
gain control of the inspections limiting their effec-
tiveness.  Agreement was reached eventually with 
the 1994 Agreed Framework, calling on the United 
States to compensate North Korea with two light 
water reactors and oil supplies in return for the 
sealing of three nuclear facilities, removal and stor-
age of plutonium waste, and monitoring by the In-
ternational Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) of the 
suspected nuclear sites.19 

During the crisis, South Korean officials ex-
pressed ambivalence toward any nascent Japanese 
military role, while at the same time moving to ex-
pand ties with Japan’s defense officials.  Foreign 
Minister Han Sung-joo stated that Japan was 
unlikely to become a military superpower, while 
President Kim Young Sam openly worried that if 
North Korea proved to have developed a nuclear 
capability, Japan might be prompted to follow suit.  
ROK Ministry of Defense and JDA officials ex-
changed views on organizational restructuring and 
weapons procurement policy.  Annual exchanges 
started between the Defense Ministers of both 
countries, the Chairmen of the Joint Staffs, and be-
tween the ROK War College and Japan’s National 
Institute of Defense Studies; officials of the Korea 
Institute for National Unification made regular vis-



its to Japan to discuss security cooperation; annual 
defense talks began between the ROK Defense 
Counselor and Japan’s Director of Policy and 
Plans, and among lower-level plans, intelligence 
and operations officers; and the Maritime Self-
Defense Force and the ROK Navy began to ex-
change port calls. 

In light of the new ROK-Japan ties and Ja-
pan’s continuing participation in peacekeeping op-
erations, officials of the US Department of Defense 
and of the Japanese De-
fense Agency discussed 
the possibility of making a 
joint response to various 
possible scenarios that 
might develop in North 
Korea.  A North Korean 
missile capability outside 
the context of the Non-
Proliferation Treaty was 
acknowledged as a com-
mon threat, but Japan’s 
policy restrictions pre-
cluded SDF military action 
unless Japanese territory 
was attacked or clearly 
about to be attacked.  The 
absence of emergency defense legislation posed a 
particular problem.  If the SDF used force to resist 
even a limited incursion, it would lack legal author-
ity and political cover against a certain barrage of 
opposition criticism.  JDA officials expressed to 
their DoD counterparts a desire to support US 
forces in worst case scenarios, but bemoaned the 
lack of a legal framework upon which to act. 

Consequently, even in a clear case of North 
Korean aggression, US military forces would be 
able to act in coordination with South Korean 
forces, but could not expect to act with Japanese 
forces.  Prudent military planners excluded Japa-
nese participation, on the basis of the political unre-
liability of Tokyo’s military commitment.  Just as 
in the Gulf War, the US-Japan alliance seemed in-
capable of producing a joint military response.  In a 
debrief session similar to that held after the Gulf 
conflict, American and Japanese officials wondered 
how the alliance could survive Japan’s non-
participation in a shooting war on the nearby Ko-
rean Peninsula.  The failure of the alliance to stand 
up to an obvious regional threat to Japanese secu-

rity clarified the need for change. 
 
Post-Crisis Strategic Adjustments 

Change had been in the works since Febru-
ary 1994, when Prime Minister Hosokawa ap-
pointed an advisory group chaired by Hirotaro Hi-
guchi to recommend revising the 1976 National 
Defense Program Outline (NDPO).  Changes in the 
international environment alone called for such a 
revision:  the Gulf War experience of the effective-

ness of coalition forces 
against regional aggres-
sion; the evaporation of 
Soviet hostility; the isola-
tion of North Korea; and, 
the prospect of a unified 
Korean Peninsula.  The 
situation of Japan’s do-
mestic economy, in reces-
sion since 1990, only rein-
forced the strategic quan-
dary that Japan faced.20  
Under the Japanese Con-
stitution, Japan’s only real-
istic option was continued 
dependence on the US 
military guarantee.  The 

Higuchi Report was drafted during the North Ko-
rean crisis and completed in August after the estab-
lishment of an LDP-SDPJ coalition government un-
der Prime Minister Tomiichi Murayama.21  The 
usual ambiguous references were made about the 
need for cooperative and comprehensive security, 
using the tools of diplomacy, economics, and 
“defense.”22  Collective defense was ruled out 
again, and all previous policy constraints were af-
firmed, such as Japan’s 1957 Basic Policy for De-
fense, the exclusively defense-oriented policy, not 
becoming a military power, and three non-nuclear 
principles.  

The Higuchi Report made more tangible 
recommendations regarding military forces.  In-
creases in air mobility, satellite capability, and lo-
gistic support for US forces, and improvements in 
US-Japan planning, training, and consultations 
could arguably be accomplished with a smaller 
force that emphasized air and naval capabilities.  
Ground SDF divisions would be reduced by one-
third and main battle tanks by one-fourth.  Quanti-
tative reductions allowed qualitative equipment up-
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grades and mobility for more joint and multilateral 
missions within budget constraints.23  The report’s 
overall thrust was to retain the US-Japan relation-
ship as the core security tie, but to reduce depend-
ence by expanding Japan’s freedom of action.  This 
would require initiating military ties with other 
states and increasing participation in peacekeeping 
operations, arms control, and regional dialogues.24 

Japan’s multilateralist tilt attracted the at-
tention of DoD policy makers interested in the prin-
cipal military benefit of the security alliance – 
bases.  US officials were particularly concerned 
about how to maintain a sharp combat edge in Ja-
pan despite growing local constraints on military 
training.25  Assistant Secretary of Defense for Inter-
national Security Affairs Joseph Nye initiated 
DoD-JDA meetings to promote better consultations 
and in February 1995 released a report entitled 
United States Security Strategy for the East Asia-
Pacific Region.  The DoD report pledged to con-
tinue the familiar formula of unlike contributions to 
security, citing Japan’s Official Development As-
sistance, host-nation support, and humanitarian/
peacekeeping operations as advancing mutual inter-
ests in regional and global stability.  For its part, 
the US would maintain 100,000 US troops in East 
Asia, including the 45,000 troops on bases in Japan, 
to preserve a credible military capability to deter 
and, if needed, to respond to regional crises. 

With the situation in North Korea in mind, 
the JDA convened meetings to discuss the impact 
of the new National Defense Program Outline rec-
ommendations on the 1978 Guidelines for Defense 
Cooperation.  In July and August 1995, China con-
ducted pre-announced live-fire naval exercises near 
Taiwan, presenting Tokyo and Washington with the 
externally sensitive and internally divisive question 
of how the alliance might respond to regional ag-
gression.  Discussion of this perennial problem was 
derailed the following month, however, when US 
servicemen raped a schoolgirl in Okinawa.  Public 
outrage over the brutal crime was inflamed by the 
fact the offenders were US military personnel based 
in Japan.  As opinion polls registered a spike in 
public disapproval of the US military presence in 
Japan, Prime Minister Hashimoto formed the Spe-
cial Action Committee on Okinawa (SACO) in No-
vember to deal with the burden placed on Okinawa, 
where 75 percent of the land used by US Forces Ja-
pan was located.   

Joining in the public’s rage against the US 
military presence, Okinawa Governor Masahide 
Ota refused to renew land lease agreements that 
permitted US military use.  Prime Minister Hashi-
moto felt acute pressure to win the return of the 
eleven American facilities, training areas, airfields 
and seaport.  The 1995 NDPO was approved in No-
vember, beginning the force restructuring recom-
mended in the Higuchi Report with a succession of 
five-year Mid-Term Defense Plans.  With Japan’s 
incremental increase in defense capability pro-
grammed, months of intense bargaining ensued be-
tween DoD and JDA, the central government and 
Okinawa prefecture, and among Okinawa munici-
palities.  As teams of officials chiseled out a tenta-
tive agreement on the partial or complete return of 
each of the sites, Chinese military actions tested the 
security alliance’s resilience.26 

In March 1996, China again announced 
live-fire naval exercises near Taiwan, neatly timed 
to influence Taiwan’s first free presidential elec-
tions and drive a wedge into the US-Japan defense 
guidelines discussions.  During SACO negotiations 
over the details of US basing, Japan’s need for the 
US military guarantee overcame anxiety about be-
ing drawn into a Taiwan crisis.  Intelligence assess-
ments about the participating Chinese military 
forces matched Beijing’s verbal assurance that 
there was no intent to invade Taiwan.  The US de-
ployed two carrier battle groups east of Taiwan 
(USS Independence and USS Nimitz), an action 
that was publicly supported by the Hashimoto 
Cabinet and materially made possible through bas-
ing arrangements at Yokosuka.  Not divulged at the 
time was the prime minister’s order to deploy an 
Air Self-Defense Force E-2C early warning aircraft 
near the Taiwan Straits.  The surveillance aircraft 
patrolled and monitored the area, while the Mari-
time Self-Defense Force supplied oil to US carrier 
group vessels.  Despite Japanese domestic concern 
over the US presence, the security alliance pro-
duced a successful result consistent with its unequal 
contributions.  What Chinese leaders saw was an 
American military countermove made possible 
through alliance with Japan. 
 
Clarifying Alliance Terms 

The month following China’s intimidation 
of Taiwan, Prime Minister Hashimoto met US Am-
bassador Mondale to finalize the SACO recommen-



dations, then hosted a summit meeting with Presi-
dent Clinton that reaffirmed the security alliance to 
its multiple audiences.  The Clinton-Hashimoto 
Joint Declaration on Security announced the gen-
eral terms of continued US-Japan security alliance:  
the US military presence and commitment to the 
defense of Japan, increased Japanese financial sup-
port, and enhanced Japanese military capability.  In 
addition, the declaration proclaimed a regionally 
relevant alliance based on common values:  free-
dom, democracy, and human rights.  Finally, the 
declaration set forth joint objectives:  cooperation 
with key neighboring powers China, Russia, and 
South Korea, and participation in more multilateral 
actions such as UN peacekeeping operations, hu-
manitarian missions, and crises in the Middle East 
and Balkans.  

From April 1996 to September 1997, De-
fense Guidelines negotiators from the Japanese De-
fense Agency and the Japanese Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs on the one hand and from the US Depart-
ment of Defense and the Department of State on the 
other wrangled over how to achieve these joint ob-
jectives and coordinate a credible JSDF role within 
existing constitutional and policy constraints.28  
The Acquisition and Cross-Servicing Agreement 
(ACSA), which would provide some Japanese sup-
port for the training of US Forces Japan (USFJ), 
joint exercises, and operations during emergency 
situations, was approved in the spring.29  A routine 
procedure in other US military relationships 
throughout the world, US-Japan ACSA negotia-
tions extended over two years, and finally became a 
reality when the US side, working through the 
Cabinet National Security Office, broke a deadlock 
between the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the 
Japanese Defense Agency regarding reimbursement 
for supplied items.  In August 1997, the Defense 
Agency decided to study SDF participation in a 
Theater Missile Defense (TMD) system, prior to a 
government decision on joint development with the 
United States.30  Although TMD was considered 
separately from the guidelines as a part of the tech-
nology cooperation process, DoD negotiators con-
sidered the project vital to protecting deployed US 
forces. 

The most difficult talks concerned military 
operations, which were eventually categorized into 
three groups.  First, there were actions that clearly 
could be carried out within existing constraints, 

such as defensive counter-air or naval operations in 
Japanese territory.  Second, there were steps that 
clearly could not be carried out, such as Japanese 
air or naval strikes against strategic targets outside 
Japan’s territory.  Third, there were gray areas 
where constitutional or political prohibitions were 
unclear.  Scenarios such as Japanese defensive 
counter-air or naval operations against forces in hot 
pursuit of US forces in international airspace or wa-
ters would fall in this category.31 

Referring to the precedent set in the 1978 
Defense Guidelines of expanding regional coopera-
tion and extending the defense line (boei sen) 
against potential attacks on Japanese territory and 
administrative areas, negotiators now portrayed a 
more complicated threat environment.32   For the 
first time, negotiators were forced to shed ideologi-
cal assumptions of the Cold War that a heavily 
armed Soviet Union constituted a common threat.  
There were insufficient grounds to assume hostile 
intent from China, and the guidelines were not di-
rected against China or any particular state.  In-
deed, whether China would threaten US or Japan 
interests depended on Chinese actions.  In the ab-
sence of an assumed common threat agent, threat 
conditions such as civil unrest causing regional in-
stability, the spread of catastrophic weapons, or a 
cross-border external attack in the region, were to 
be evaluated and decided upon by each government 
quite separately.  Policy positions arrived at inde-
pendently would then be coordinated in an effort to 
achieve an exchange of interests under the general 
terms of the April 1996 Clinton-Hashimoto Joint 
Declaration on Security. 

Despite the more sophisticated view of the 
threat environment, there remained the practical 
military necessity to plan and practice defense sce-
narios if the alliance were to be credible.  US policy 
makers viewed Japan’s lack of any political com-
mitment to take military action against clear ag-
gression that effected Japanese security as causing 
damage to alliance credibility.  Some Japanese de-
fense officials were frustrated at the lack of politi-
cal will on the part of the Japanese government to 
counter any threat other than the remote chance of a 
direct attack on Japan.  The disintegration of the 
Soviet Union had removed the state that was the 
alleged common threat to security, and in this so-
called post-Cold War setting, where the main threat 
was taken to be the condition of insecurity rather 



than the predatory intent of a specific state, rela-
tions with neighboring states seemed more impor-
tant than in the past.  Compared to the public con-
gruence of US and Japanese policies toward the So-
viet Union, the security priorities of the United 
States and Japan toward China, Russia, and South 
Korea differed.  As a result, rather than being able 
to develop specific plans and policies against com-
mon threats, policy makers encountered limits to 
cooperation that allowed only incremental improve-
ments in coordination. 

In relation to China, the joint objective of 
both the United States and Japan was to improve 
the degree of cooperation with China.  It was 
thought that this crucial ingredient of regional sta-
bility was put at risk by any revision of the Defense 
Guidelines that increased Japan’s military contribu-
tion to security, because China viewed any increase 
in Japanese military capability as a threat.  US pri-
orities were to enlist Japan in regional defense, pro-
mote democratization and human rights in China, 
and encourage economic openness and free trade.  
Japanese priorities focused on retaining the US 
military guarantee while developing a bigger re-
gional role for itself, and on promoting economic 
development without preaching liberal politics or 
economics.  In addition, due to domestic constraints 
and the need to accommodate China in the absence 
of an independent Japanese deterrent, Japan held to 
Defense Guidelines that narrowly defended Japan.  
As a result, Japan sought more cooperation with 
China than did the United States, and Japan per-
ceived Chinese military actions in regional scenar-
ios as being less threatening than the United States 
saw them. 

Japan’s top security priority in relation to 
Russia, the normalization of Japan-Russia ties and 
return of the Northern Territories, was thwarted by 
the US-led expansion of NATO.  Russian opposi-
tion to an enlarged NATO to the west complicated 
resolution of the territorial dispute with Japan to the 
east.  Japan’s diplomats walked a tightrope between 
acknowledging Russian fears of strategic encircle-
ment and ascribing expansionist motives to NATO 
that undercut the position of Japan’s guarantor of 
military security, the United States.  Consequently, 
Japan favored mollifying Russian anxieties about 
NATO expansion in order to resolve the dispute 
over the Northern Territories.  Any security interest 
the United States had in normalization of relations 

between Japan and Russia, however, was secondary 
to the priority of expanding NATO among demo- 
cratic, economically solvent states.  The US secu-
rity policy of supporting political and economic re-
forms in Russia (as in China) contained liberal as-
sumptions about individual rights, economic com-
petition without government intervention, and the 
legitimate use of military force that lacked the sup-
port of Japan’s ruling coalition. 

As far as South Korea was concerned, dif-
ferences in US and Japanese security priorities 
proved fatal to any possibility of establishing joint 
operations.  Japanese officials were more eager to 
develop bilateral cooperation than South Korean 
officials, due to residual South Korea public resent-
ment against the 1905-1945 Japanese occupation of 
Korea.  The United States, as a traditional military 
ally of South Korea, dealt with South Korea and Ja-
pan independently, according to the institutional 
frameworks set up with each security partner.  The 
presence of a joint command structure in the US-
South Korean military alliance, and its absence in 
the US-Japan security bargain, meant that any tri-
lateral mechanism would involve Japan in a coordi-
nated rather than an integrated role.  Domestic con-
straints on the military prevented Japan from mak-
ing any military commitment to South Korea, while 
South Korean opposition to military ties with Japan 
precluded any commitment to Japan’s defense.  
Given these differences, US-Japan cooperation 
with South Korea could not be a joint effort, but 
rather a coordination of separate activities. 

Lack of a Liberal Democratic Party major-
ity in Japan’s Lower House after the election of Oc-
tober 199633 and the LDP’s need to ally with the 
Sakigake Party and Social Democratic Party in the 
Upper House, meant there was little chance for do-
mestically driven changes in Japan’s relationships 
with China, Russia and South Korea.  The main op-
position party leaders, Ichiro Ozawa (Shinshinto) 
and Naoto Kan (Democratic Party of Japan) were 
particularly keen to seize any opportunity for a cen-
ter-left alternative to the LDP’s conservative coali-
tion.  In the United States, Republican control of 
both the House of Representatives and the Senate 
similarly constrained any substantial policy 
changes considered by the Democratic Clinton ad-
ministration.  The result was that in September 
1997, when the Security Consultative Committee 
(consisting of Foreign Minister Obuchi and Minis-



ter of State for Defense Kyuma for Japan, and Sec-
retary of State Albright and Secretary of Defense 
Cohen for the United States) unveiled the new De-
fense Guidelines, they announced only modest 
clarifications of military roles.  Within the scope of 
the Security Treaty, the guidelines called for en-
hanced coordination within existing constitutional 
constraints. 
 
The Revised Guidelines 

The September 1997 Defense Guidelines 
announced an outward orientation to promote re-
gional peace, prosperity, and stability, and at-
tempted to provide an inward clarification of what 
each side could actually deliver to the relationship.  
Instead of emphasizing cooperation during conflict 
as in the 1978 guidelines, the new guidelines out-
lined more effective 
and credible US Japan 
cooperation during 
peacetime.  US contri-
butions to security 
were unchanged, pro-
viding nuclear deter-
r e n c e ,  f o r w a r d -
deployed forces in the 
region, and other 
forces that could rein-
force those forces.  Ja-
pan’s military contri-
butions, however, were 
specified with respect 
to context and content.  
The guidelines estab-
lished three general situations that prescribed broad 
parameters of defense cooperation – normal cir-
cumstances, during armed attack, and in areas sur-
rounding Japan that will have an important impact 
of Japan’s security. 

During normal circumstances, cooperation 
would involve increased information and intelli-
gence-sharing, more policy consultations, promot-
ing regional security dialogues, defense exchanges, 
international arms control and disarmament, and 
participation in UN peacekeeping or humanitarian 
relief operations.  The guidelines vaguely promised 
to look for more ways to provide mutual support, 
but gave specific authorization for the preparation 
of procedures for cooperation in the fields of trans-
portation, medicine, information-sharing, education 

and training, emergency and disaster relief, and de-
fense and mutual cooperation (operational) plan-
ning.  By endorsing the need to coordinate details 
of military activities, the guidelines forced practical 
discussion of what could and should happen if there 
were an attack. 

In the event of armed attack, arrangements 
would be nominally the same as before, with US 
and Japanese forces conducting bilateral operations 
to defend Japan.  Under the 1978 Guidelines, at 
least one “plan” (US planners’ term) or “draft 
study” (Japan planners’ term) was developed for 
the defense of Japan against a Soviet threat.  How-
ever, combined (bilateral) operations would have 
been hampered by politically mandated differences 
in assumptions about military threats.  Even though 
Japan’s defense line excluded the Soviet Far East 

and North Korea, for 
instance, it had to be 
assumed that the threat 
would originate from 
one of those two areas.  
This illogicality pre-
vented bilateral analy-
sis of specific threats, 
hampering strategy and 
preparation.  More-
over, Japan’s policy 
prohibition against col-
lective self-defense 
prevented a single 
command structure to 
control effectively the 
wide range of defense 

activities.  Without actually planning and practicing 
the most likely scenarios, bilateral operations 
would have been at best coordinated unilateral op-
erations, and at worst uncoordinated actions that 
reduced mutual effectiveness. 

Under the new guidelines, a commander’s 
concept of operations would be developed into a 
jointly constructed operational plan against specific 
threats.  In the event of having to defend Japan 
against an attack or large-scale infiltration, com-
bined and bilateral operations centers would be 
formed, manned by US and Japanese forces.  Due 
to the continued restrictions against collective self-
defense, American and Japanese forces would work 
through coordinated national chains of command.  
Alliance credibility is enhanced by spelling out na-

A three-aircraft flight of JASDF C-1 medium-lift cargo jets.  (JASDF photo 
from http://www.jda.go.jp/jasdf/gallery.htm) 



tional commitments:  “the United States will intro-
duce reinforcements in a timely manner, and Japan 
will establish and maintain the basis to facilitate 
these deployments.”  Japan receives reassurance 
that the United States will provide additional mo-
bility, strike power, and reinforcements during hos-
tilities. 

Between normal circumstances and armed 
attack lay a panoply of scenarios—emergencies in 
areas surrounding Japan that have an important im-
pact on Japan’s security.  In these cases, the guide-
lines laid out three types of functions the SDF 
might perform: 

 
1. Cooperation in activities initiated by 

either Government, including relief 
activities and measures to deal with 
refugees, search and rescue, non-
combatant evacuation operations 
and activities for ensuring the effec-
tiveness of economic sanctions. 

 
2. Japan’s support for US Forces’ 

activities such as use of facilities 
and rear area support (supply, 
transportation, maintenance, 
medical services, security, com-
munications, and others). 

 
3. Japan-US operational cooperation, 

including surveillance, mine-
sweeping and sea and airspace 
management.34 

 
In contrast to the previous guidelines which 

only generally referred to cooperation in regional 
situations, the new guidelines would institutionalize 
cooperation by establishing two mechanisms, com-
plete with bilateral committees, for coordinating 
policy, and planning and executing operations:  the 
Bilateral Coordination Mechanism, with its Bilat-
eral Coordination Forum and Bilateral Coordina-
tion Center; and, the Comprehensive Mechanism, 
with its Bilateral Planning Committee (the titles of 
these mechanisms are not helpful – the Bilateral 
Coordination Mechanism is intended to be more 
comprehensive than the narrower, military-oriented 
Comprehensive Mechanism).  

The Comprehensive Mechanism and its Bi-

lateral Planning Committee (BPC) of military plan-
ners would establish a three-layer process that gen-
erates joint concepts and plans:  a joint manage-
ment board consisting of the directors of plans; a 
joint coordination group consisting of the deputy 
directors of plans; and, joint working panels con-
sisting of those who plan the details of operations 
based on guidance from their respective national 
chains of command.  At each level members would 
meet regularly to create concept plans and more 
specific contingency plans for regional scenarios.35  

The Bilateral Coordination Mechanism 
(BCM) was called for to coordinate bilateral opera-
tions, intelligence, and logistical support, and to ob-
tain necessary support from Japanese government 
agencies.  The components of the BCM are the Bi-
lateral Coordination Forum and the Bilateral Coor-
dination Center.  The US side of the Bilateral Coor-
dination Forum consists of military functional di-
rectors in US Forces Japan and embassy political 
military officers.  On the Japan side of the forum, 
directors from the Defense Agency, Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs, and Cabinet Security Affairs Of-
fice would attempt to coordinate US requests for 
support, and task a dozen government agencies.  
The Bilateral Coordination Center constitutes the 
bilateral military linkage, and consists of the USFJ 
and JDA’s Joint Staff Office that will manage op-
erations, intelligence, and logistic support activi-
ties.  This military center is subordinate to the civil-
ian-dominated forum, with the former sending ex-
plicit requests for support to the latter for decisions.  
The coordination function would allow military 
planners to count on what merely had been as-
sumed before:  fuel supplies, airport and seaport ac-
cess, holding areas for troops, repair and mainte-
nance facilities, radio frequencies, medical supplies 
and treatment of casualties, and a host of other de-
tails, many of which are opposed by Japan’s prefec-
tural politicians. 

 
Aftermath and Approval 

After the Guidelines were announced, the 
military and political implementation mechanisms 
progressed at different paces.  The Comprehensive 
Mechanism got off to an early start, producing a 
Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) in January 
1998.  Planning guidance was issued, planning pan-
els formed, and with regular meetings agreement 
on a common strategic concept began to emerge.  



Over a period of several months, JDA’s priority of 
defending Japan and DoD’s priority of countering a 
broad range of threats in East Asia were written 
into a compatible plan. 

In contrast, the Bilateral Coordination 
Mechanism languished as a result of disagreement 
between the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the 
Defense Agency, where a turf battle simmered over 
how to broker the interagency process.  It was ar-
gued that because of constitutional restrictions, no 
MoU could be produced until the Diet passed legis-
lation needed to implement the guidelines. 

Because of fears that any change in the SDF 
mission would be subject to criticism both at home 
and abroad, a minimalist approach to the guidelines 
ensued.  That is, only minimal SDF action would 
be permitted without specific legal authorization.  
Control of SDF activity, rather than flexibility and 
rapid response, was the overriding objective.  The 
implementation laws of the Defense Guidelines 
contained three elements.  First, a new guidelines 
law regarding “measures Japan may implement in 
response to situations in areas surrounding Japan” 
would allow for the provision of rear area support 
to US forces, would authorize search and rescue 
(SAR) operations, and would define cabinet coordi-
nate procedures.  Second, amendment of current 
Self-Defense Force laws would add ships and heli-
copters to aircraft for non-combatant evacuation 
operations (NEO) transport, would permit the 
evacuation of non-Japanese citizens, and would 
give field commanders the authority to use weap-
ons in self-defense.  Third, the Diet would approve 
the revised Acquisition and Cross-Servicing Agree-
ment. 

The price the ruling coalition had to pay to 
win Diet passage of these laws was being set by a 
shifting scene of opposition parties whose leaders 
generally favored more restrictions on the SDF.36   
Ensuing rounds of negotiations included not only 
guidelines legislation, but also tax reform, govern-
mental restructuring, and an economic stimulus 
package.37  Members of Komeito (Clean Govern-
ment Party), Japan Communist Party (JCP), and the 
Democratic Socialist Party (DSP) were eager to de-
bate legalities of the guidelines, regarding even lo-
gistic support to US forces as unconstitutional.  JCP 
Policy Coordination Committee Chairman Hideyo 
Fudesaka charged that the new guidelines would 
allow preemptive US strikes against third parties, 

and that Japan would be drawn in through its sup-
port role.  LDP spokesmen countered by clinging to 
key policy limits, such as that rear area support 
would be kept quite separate from any combat 
zone, and that SDF participation would be allowed 
strictly on a case-by-case basis. 

In January 1998, the announcement by 
Prime Minister Obuchi and Secretary of Defense 
Cohen that Japan and the United States would re-
search jointly a TMD system drew more criticism, 
based on a 1969 Diet resolution on the peaceful use 
of space and a 1976 government ban on weapons 
exports.  In July, the Maritime Self-Defense Force 
declined to participate in NEO maneuvers during 
the well-established Rim of the Pacific (RIMPAC) 
exercise,38 citing lack of legal authority to practice 
rescuing Japanese citizens overseas.  As the Diet 
considered legal distinctions, the prospect of a divi-
sive public debate chilled the ruling coalition.  
Fearful of potential policy differences, LDP leaders 
postponed submitting guidelines legislation until 
after the Upper House elections.  The 11 July elec-
tions handed the LDP a massive defeat, with the 
LDP losing 16 seats while the Democratic Party of 
Japan and JCP registered large gains.  Prime Minis-
ter Hashimoto resigned, and was replaced by Keizo 
Obuchi after an election within the LDP on 24 July. 

The Guidelines debate was made more ur-
gent in August by the reappearance of a North Ko-
rean threat.  Without warning, Pyongyang test-fired 
a two-stage missile39 over Japan, claiming it was an 
attempt to launch a satellite.  The first and second 
stages bracketed Japan, falling into the sea to the 
west and east.  The American and Japanese allies 
quickly disagreed on what they perceived was the 
purpose of the launch and laid blame for the dis-
agreement on each other.  US officials said the 
launch was a failed attempt to put a satellite into 
orbit, and claimed to have warned Japanese offi-
cials that North Korea was about to initiate a 
launch.  Japanese officials thought the launch was a 
Taepodong I, and interpreted Washington’s satellite 
theory as a desire to not derail North Korean com-
pliance with the 1994 Agreed Framework.  Tokyo 
officials also blamed US intelligence for withhold-
ing information on where the missile impacted.  
Still, the US Pacific Command sent six B-2 and B-
52 aircraft to Guam and put 36 F-16’s at Misawa 
Air Base on alert, while the Defense Agency 
alerted the Aegis missile cruiser Myoko in the Sea 



of Japan. 
The alliance’s immediate policy reaction 

was also at odds.  Japan announced its unilateral 
withdrawal from the Korean Peninsula Energy De-
velopment Organization (KEDO), leaving South 
Korea and the United States as the organization’s 
only members.  This action, later reversed at the be-
hest of US officials, suspended food aid and assis-
tance for light-water nuclear reactors, as well as 
talks to normalize diplomatic relations between Ja-
pan and North Korea.40  As details of the post-
launch crisis action became known, the Japanese 
public criticized dependence on US satellite intelli-
gence, lack of coordination among internal govern-
mental security agencies, and the evident inability 
to do anything about a surprise missile attack. 

After the launch, four initiatives sowed the 
seeds for improving Japan’s ability to respond to 
actual threats.  First, the government decided Japan 
did indeed possess the right to attack missile sites 
in North Korea if necessary for self-defense.  How-
ever, as Defense Agency Director General Nukaga 
made clear during Diet hearings, there was the 
small matter of needing aircraft with air refueling 
capability to actually reach the launch sites – a ca-
pability the Diet consistently had rejected.  Second, 
there was broad recognition of the need to improve 
the emergency notification process among the De-
fense Agency, Foreign Ministry, key Diet mem-
bers, and Prime Minister’s office.  New JDA Direc-
tor-General Norota41 proposed to lead a study of 
emergency legislation to deploy the SDF during se-
curity crises.42  Third, support for an independent 
reconnaissance satellite capability grew, partly out 
of the disagreement over what the launch was and 
whether warning was adequate.  Japanese accounts 
of the intelligence flow claimed US intelligence 
was not forthcoming, therefore not reliable.  US of-
ficials insisted Japanese Foreign Ministry officials 
did not share the information that the United States 
provided within their own government.43   Fourth, 
elements of the ruling coalition began the politi-
cally suicidal step of revising the Constitution it-
self.  A group initially established in 1997, consist-
ing of members from five parties, prepared to sub-
mit a bill that would create a Diet research panel to 
study constitutional amendments.44 

As the LDP and Liberal Party (LP) maneu-
vered to form a coalition for an Upper House ma-
jority, Komeito merged with Shinto Heiwa (New 

Peace Party) in November to form the New Ko-
meito, the second largest opposition party behind 
the DPJ (65 seats).  In December, Okinawa Gover-
nor Ota was defeated by Keiichi Inamine, whose 
election promises included the construction of a 
joint-use (military-civilian) airport somewhere in 
Okinawa to replace the US Marine Corps’ Futenma 
Air Station. This breakthrough in the Tokyo-
Okinawa deadlock immediately won economic aid 
to Okinawa.  The 1999 budget deadline brought 
Inamine to Tokyo on his first day of office.  Be-
cause of the need to achieve consensus with New 
Komeito, LDP-LP leaders needed to resolve the 
Okinawa issue before drafting sensitive guidelines 
legislation in the spring. 

In April 1999, the Lower House approved 
the Defense Guidelines implementation legislation 
drafted by the special committee.  The laws con-
tained three revisions that diluted the effectiveness 
of the original 1997 guidelines.  First, the law that 
originally was to provide for “measures Japan may 
implement in response to situations in areas sur-
rounding Japan” was narrowed to “situations in 
which the peace and safety of Japan are gravely 
threatened.”  How the words “gravely threatened” 
will be implemented remains to be seen, but it cer-
tainly leaves ample room for serious emergencies 
and crises that can damage Japan’s security without 
threatening Japan’s existence.  Second, the clause 
concerning inspections of ships was removed, de-
layed to a Diet session at a later, unspecified, point 
in time.  It is unclear whether ship inspections 
would occur only under United Nations authoriza-
tion, or in situations determined by Tokyo authori-
ties.  Third, a new clause was added to require Diet 
approval before SDF support operations in non-
combat zones and search and rescue operations 
could be carried out.  In theory, Diet approval could 
follow SDF actions in high-level emergencies.  
Ironically and unique to Japan in the entire world, 
the Diet restricted its own military forces from re-
ceiving Japanese logistic and operational support, 
but allowed for US forces to do so directly from 
private organizations, and central or local govern-
ments. 
 
Conclusions and Recommendations 

The US-Japan defense guidelines emerged 
from the strains of unequal cooperation during the 
Gulf War and the inability to jointly counter a po-



tential North Korean threat.  The alliance had lost 
military credibility in an interdependent yet com-
petitive world where military capability still mat-
tered.  Strategic adjustments made by Japanese and 
American security policy makers throughout the 
90’s included increased participation in multilateral 
actions, but recognized the need to reserve the right 
to use force against regional threats.  In the absence 
of a constitutional mandate to deter and defeat 
threats to its values and legitimate interests, Japan’s 
bilateral relationship with the United States has 
continued to provide the best channel in which to 
exercise self-defense.   

The basic inequality between the respective 
contributions of the United States and Japan to se-
curity cooperation under the so-called US-Japan se-
curity alliance has presented persistent challenges 
for bilateral relations.  Rather than based on recip-
rocal defense commitments and joint missions, the 
US-Japan security relationship has consisted of 
unlike contributions.  Presidents and prime minis-
ters, DoD reports to Congress and JDA white pa-
pers, and State Department and Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs diplomats have continually reaffirmed the 
exchange of political, economic, and military inter-
ests.  Shared values and common goals have pro-
vided a vision and the rhetoric of cooperation, but 
the concrete terms of alliance reveal cooperation as 
an exchange of different benefits and interests.  The 
US provides an external military guarantee and re-
gional security, while Japan provides bases, host 
nation support, official development aid, and a self-
defense capability. 

The same constitutional and policy restric-
tions that have limited Japan’s military contribu-
tions in the bilateral alliance shape Japan’s multilat-
eral options.  Multilateral military initiatives have 
been confined to permissive activities:  peacekeep-
ing operations, humanitarian relief, defense ex-
changes and relationship-building.  Lacking a 
power projection capability, Japan has relied on the 
US military guarantee.  This institutionalized de-
pendence has allowed it to maintain constructive 
relations with China, Russia and both North and 
South Korea.  At the same time, Japan has different 
security priorities toward these regional powers that 
reinforce the unequal US-Japan security alliance, 
allowing only minor adjustments to this basis for 
cooperation. 

A product of compromise between the need 

for change and the constraints imposed by differing 
perceptions of the respective security roles of the 
United States and Japan, the revised guidelines are 
a realistic, incremental adjustment to the post-Cold 
War changes in the security environment.  The 
Japanese parliament and coalition cabinets have 
acted with deliberation, and have produced domes-
tically acceptable changes in the terms of the alli-
ance.  Important issues remain, but it is unlikely Ja-
pan will either be propelled toward security auton-
omy or reverse course toward increased depend-
ence on US military protection.  It seems much 
more likely that debate about the guidelines will re-
sult in some contention over clarification of what 
Japan can and cannot do militarily in the alliance. 

In this type of an alliance, it is important 
that policy makers recognize the domestic limits on 
security cooperation.  Bilateral differences such as 
values on human rights, degree of economic open-
ness, and the legitimate use of force need to be dis-
cussed to build common values and interests.  At 
the same time, policy makers are charged with rec-
ommending changes based on their respective in-
terests in order to retain a realistic basis for coop-
eration.  Until Japan and the United States contrib-
ute similarly with reciprocal defense obligations, 
the bases-for-economic support/self-defense for-
mula provides the only workable basis for security 
alliance. 
 Looking toward the certainty of change in the next 
century, the security alliance can best adapt with 
three types of limited adjustments.  First, military-
economic agreements can retain the US military 
guarantee in exchange for Japanese financial com-
pensation and economic contributions to security.  
The limits are American reluctance to provide mer-
cenary services, reduced Japanese ability to pay, 
and the exclusive benefits of economic aid.  The 
very recent decision to reduce Japan’s host nation 
support payments in the next five-year agreement 
illustrates a current constraint to adaptation.  Sec-
ond, enhanced military cooperation can replace the 
military-economic quid pro quo with mutual com-
mitments against clear threats such as terrorism, 
drug trafficking, and external aggression.  The lim-
its are Japan’s constitutional and political restric-
tions on its military role.  So far, there has been no 
recent loosening of this strait jacket.  Third, techno-
logical advances can produce new areas of security 
cooperation within existing restrictions, such as 



technology transfer issues.  The limits are eco-
nomic interests deemed to be matters of national 
security.  The potential to cooperate in theater mis-
sile defense represents one such opportunity.  
Through incremental adjustments that test the lim-
its of domestic constraints, US-Japan security pol-
icy makers can build a more equivalent alliance 
that meets new challenges. 
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If an army marches on its stomach, why do they 
need shoes? 

 
Logistics:  now there’s a word that gives shudders 
to most sane people.  Logistics is the art or science 
(or perhaps a bit of both) of keeping an armed force 
well and properly supplied with all the items 
needed to successfully conduct a mission, an opera-
tion, a campaign, a conflict, or a war.  It is getting 
personnel, equipment, and supplies from one loca-
tion to another in time for them to be used effec-
tively in on-going operations.  Vast volumes have 
been written, in exhaustive detail, on the intricacies 
of accomplishing these things.  The purpose here is 
not to repeat those efforts but rather to approach the 
subject from a different angle, from a simpler 
standpoint, to get at the concepts behind logistics.  
By doing so, the overall subject should become 
more understandable to the average person.  No 
matter what you do, sooner or later you will deal 
with logistics in one way or another.  Understand-
ing the concepts will provide the foundation neces-
sary to allow you to deal later with the more intense 
applications in a more meaningful way.  Logistics 
can seem complicated, but in reality it can also be 
as simple as a shopping trip. 

 
The shopping trip 

Bob Jones noticed during the course of the 
week that he was running low on groceries.  He 
was almost out of milk.  The cereal was gone.  The 
TV dinners had all been eaten.  It was time to make 
a shopping trip.  So he wrote a list, including all the 
essentials and some extras such as spare batteries, 
soda, ice cream, etc.  He grabbed his wallet and 
checkbook and decided whether to take the minivan 
or his hot little sports car.  Since he was going to 
buy a week’s worth of stuff, he decided the trunk 
space on the sports car was too small to handle  
everything in one trip.  The minivan it was then.  

Once at the grocery store, he had his list in 
hand and money in his pocket.  He had his grocery 
cart and the minivan was waiting outside in the 
parking lot.  He walked down the aisles slowly fill-
ing up the cart with items on the list and occasion-
ally some items that came to mind or that just 
looked r-e-a-l-l-y good.  Eventually he finished and 
made his way to the checkout counter where he 
piled everything on the conveyer belt and the cash-
ier rang up each item. After paying by check, he 
pushed the cart (now filled with overflowing bags) 
out to load the van.  Done, he pushed the cart aside, 
climbed in behind the wheel and drove home.  
Once parked in his driveway, he unloaded every-
thing, making several trips from the van to the 
house carrying as many bags as possible at one 
time.  He made sure however that the frozen food 
was taken in first so it did not spoil.  He put all the 
stuff away, placing items like the extra batteries in 
the cupboard where he kept all the spares.  By now 
it was time for supper, and he made a meal using 
some of the just acquired food. 

Pretty everyday kind of stuff isn’t it?  In 
fact everyone probably does this frequently, at least 
a couple times a month, maybe even once a week 
or so.  But what did Bob Jones just do?  He took an 
inventory of what was needed and decided on the 
best means to move the material from point A to 
point B.  He procured the items at the store and dis-
tributed it to his house, selecting appropriate trans-
port and prioritizing what items were moved in-
doors first.  He established a system of spares to 
maintain his battery operated devices if the old bat-
teries gave out.  Finally, he replaced all the food he 
needed to last another week.  Bob had been doing 
logistics all along and just didn’t know it. 

How about if Bob were buying supplies for 
the soccer team cookout or a Boy Scout camping 
trip?  Now he might be dealing with multiple par-
ents, many cars, reconciling different lists and dif-
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to coordinate getting everything purchased, packed 
up, and delivered to the location of the cookout or 
camp site.  Yet the essential planning, procurement, 
and organizational skills are the same, simply ex-
panded to another level of complexity.  The deci-
sions made for trips to the grocery store or to ar-
range a cookout or camping trip are the same types 
of decisions made when dealing with matters of 
military logistics.  They differ only in matters of 
scale and the materiel being dealt with. 

 
Horse and cart 

In a sense then, much of what is done on a 
day-to-day basis involves a type of logistics.  From 
that basis, it is a simple step to move away from the 
day-to-day and into the military arena.  To do so, 
let’s step back some into a “simpler” world of horse 
drawn carts and examine a situation during a time 
when the fastest way to get someplace was often to 
walk there.  Using the following scenario, we will 
work our way through the “logistics” of that situa-
tion. 

 
It’s just a simple march 

A unit of 100 men is given orders to move 
on a ten-day march from point A to point B.  Food 
and water are available at both locations but the 
soldiers will have to carry enough with them for the 
march.  Without rucksacks, each man is capable of 
carrying one day’s supplies, but that is obviously 
not enough to last for the entire trip.  They have 
carts, drawn by a single horse, to carry supplies to 
sustain them for the rest of the way.  Each cart can 
carry ten days rations for ten men.  Therefore, ten 
carts equals 10 days rations for 100 men.  Pretty 
simple and straightforward isn’t it?  But what if the 
rations don’t include water?  Ok, one cart can carry 
ten water barrels.  Twenty men use up the water 
from one barrel each day. That means 100 men use 
five barrels a day.  Therefore they will need fifty 
barrels for the ten-day trip.  Fifty barrels means five 
more carts.  10 carts for rations, 5 carts for water; 
that brings us up to fifteen carts.   

With the math thus far, it’s still pretty easy 
to figure the number of carts in relation to the men.  
But have we forgotten something?  What about the 
horses?  Well, each cart has one horse pulling it.  
Those horses need grain and water to keep them 
going on the trip.  Sure, horses could graze along 
the way under the right conditions, but for our pur-

poses, let us assume that the trip between A and B 
is not all that friendly a stretch to travel and they 
will need to bring supplies for the horses as well.  
Those one-size-fits-all, multipurpose carts can 
carry fodder and water for horses as easily as they 
can for the men marching.  In fact one cart will 
carry enough grain and water to take care of two 
horses for ten days.  So for fifteen horses they will 
need … eight more carts.  Right?  Nope, wrong.  
Because every cart that carries horse supplies has a 
horse pulling it that increases the need for carts 
with horse supplies.  Ouch! …  We’re starting to 
talk real math here.  Eight more carts will require 
four more carts to carry supplies for the additional 
eight horses.  Those four more carts will require 
two more carts to carry supplies for the additional 
two horses which in turn will require one more 
cart…well you get the picture.  We have yet to 
even consider the requirements for the men driving 
the carts or how much ammunition to transport.  (If 
you would like to figure the rest of it out, let’s say 
that one of our multipurpose carts carries enough 
ammunition for twenty men for ten days under nor-
mal conditions.  Double the ammunition require-
ments if you wish to have enough for moderate 
combat.  Don’t forget the supplies for the extra 
horses to pull the carts and for the cart drivers.  
Have fun and remember to round any fractions up 
to make sure you have enough!)   

As you can see, successful logistics requires 
dealing with the details of an operation.  It is not 
just 100 men marching ten days to reach point B.  It 
is the details of making sure that they have what 
they require along the way and once they get there.  
Just from this small example, it is easy to see why 
the logistics tail of an operation usually is larger 
than the fighting force it supports.  The scenario 
was predicated on fairly limited requirements and 
on an unlimited supply of carts.  What happens if 
that force of 100 men was faced with a limited 
number of carts?  Let’s limit the number of carts 
and horses available to thirty to see what one might 
do in that situation. 

 
 Let’s change the rules 

Thirty carts and horses!  That’s not even 
enough to carry food and water for the men and 
horses, never mind account for the extra required 
for the horses pulling the ammunition carts and the 
cart drivers themselves.  How can they accomplish 



the task at hand (the ten-day march to point B) if 
they don’t have enough carts to get everything 
there? 

Actually there is something they can do.  
They can change the rules. 

 
Prioritize 

With only limited assets to transport what is 
needed to do the job, the unit has to decide what is 
most important.  Ammunition is essential for the 
troops to be able to conduct operations.  Ammuni-
tion then will become the first priority.  Water and 
food will come second and third.  But do they 
really need everything that they had intended to 
bring?   

 
Change the requirements 

Having prioritized what the unit needs, 
there are still not enough carts for all its require-
ments.  At this point the unit is faced with changing 
requirements to meet the realities of limited trans-
port.  The troops will just have to make do with less 
and carry more of the supplies themselves.  Having 
enough ammunition is vitally important.  But do 
they really need a ten-day supply?  Could they get 
by with less on hand, at least for the duration of the 
march?  Can the troops survive on less food and 
water?  Depending upon the climate and the time of 

year, some requirements might be more hard and 
fast than others, but if they can reduce what the 
troops need to bring, the unit’s transportation needs 
can be downsized. 

Let us say the amount of ammunition re-
quired on the march for normal operations is re-
duced to three days worth per soldier.  Addition-
ally, each soldier will also now carry a rucksack 
with three days normal supply of food, water, and 
required ammunition and be prepared to make do 
with half-rations if necessary.  In a pinch then, the 
soldiers could travel for six days before they would 
need to be resupplied.  Now the ammunition carts 
are no longer needed and the remaining carts can 
turn back after the first four days.  The troops could 
survive on half rations for the remaining six if need 
be.  However, besides the disadvantage of march-
ing on half rations, the supplies needed to support 
the horses and drivers for their eight-day round trip 
must still be accounted for.  Requirements and the 
need for transport have been reduced but we have 
done so at a cost of reduced capability (less ammu-
nition and half rations).  Although that might be 
necessary, perhaps there is a way to reduce the 
transport requirements and still maintain capability. 

 
Supply depots 

Requirements have been prioritized and 
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downsized in an attempt to reduce needed trans-
port.  The result, however, somehow is not what 
was intended.  Although there are creative ways to 
reduce the transport requirements and still meet 
most of the original requirements (i.e., use pack 
horses and make the men carry the additional load 
specified above), for the purposes of this example, 
let us stick to the horse and cart transport system.  
Since ammunition was set as the first priority, its 
availability to the men should be maximized during 
the march.  Additionally, rather than have the men 
march on half rations for the last six days, there 
must be some way of allowing resupply that won’t 
require fifty or so carts to do the job.  Well there 
is – supply depots. 

Using the available carts, a series of supply 
depots containing ammunition, water, and food 
could be established at two to three day intervals 
along the trail from Point A to Point B.  A regular 
resupply routine could also be established, based on 
a weekly inventory of available materiel, with carts 
bringing only those items required to make up the 
shortfall identified in the inventory and to sustain 
themselves while on the trip.  With these supply de-
pots in place, our troops need not rely upon the lim-
ited number of carts for support.  Carrying that 
three-day supply of ammunition, food, and water in 
their rucksacks, the unit is now able to move unim-
peded by support considerations.  Under normal 
circumstances, they should never be more than two 
to three days away from a depot where they can re-
place items consumed along the way. 

 
From the ideal to the real 

We have only scratched the surface of logis-
tics, purposely keeping the examples simple, with 
only limited considerations to determine our basic 
operational and transportation requirements.  In real 
life, that troop of 100 men would have been con-
cerned with spare parts for their rifles, tents, spare 
wheels for the carts, extra harness leather to repair 
broken horse leads, reins, and equipment straps, 
and dozen of other considerations that we did not 
look at.  All of them would have, to some extent, 
had an impact on the amount of transport required. 

We started with an ideal situation.  We 
started with the mission of getting 100 men from 
Point A to Point B.  We started with the assumption 
that there were unlimited carts to carry all the sup-
plies needed for the ten-day march.  We then deter-

mined how many carts and how much supplies 
would be needed to get those hundred men from A 
to B.  However, the ideal did not last very long.  
There was an important limitation.  There just were 
not that many carts available.  The mission could 
not be done as originally intended, so the rules 
were changed.  Prioritization of what was needed 
took place.  Requirements were changed to fit the 
new circumstances.  Finally, the entire system of 
how business was done was changed in order to 
maximize the limited assets available to get the 
troops to where they needed to be.  That is the es-
sence of logistics.  Maximizing limited assets to get 
prioritized units, equipment, and materiel to where 
they need to be, when they need to be there.  Fi-
nally, when the plan that was developed is written 
down, the means exists to quantitatively track how 
well things are going, rearrange assets, and repriori-
tize as the situation changes.   

It is only a short leap from the example of 
horse and cart transportation to trucks, sealift, air-
lift, and spacelift.  On face value the leap is tremen-
dous in terms of systems and capability, but the 
concepts remain the same.  Replace grain for the 
horses with fuel for the trucks, ships, planes, and 
spacecraft.  Increase the capacity a thousand fold.  
But in the final analysis, we are still talking about 
getting personnel and the items they need to sur-
vive, sustain them, and do their jobs from Point A 
to Point B. 

The math for our simple scenario was done 
using pencil and paper and some simple calcula-
tions.  In today’s world, complex computer pro-
grams have been developed to help work the prob-
lem of moving units, thousands of personnel and 
their equipment, across global distances in order to 
accomplish their mission.  But the essence is still 
the same:  setting the mission and determining the 
units and how to get them to the right location with 
the required supplies and equipment, all the while 
prioritizing, setting requirements, and changing the 
rules as necessary.   

The commander receives the mission.  The 
staff plans, under the commander’s guidance, how 
to do the mission, determines the units required, 
and sets the priority for getting each to where they 
need to be.  Logisticians then work to make it all 
happen, frequently in a dynamically changing envi-
ronment, where available transportation assets, mis-
sion requirements, supplies on-hand, and some-



times even the availability of units are constantly 
changing. 

 
We are all logisticians 

We are all in a sense logisticians.  We can-
not help but be, for logistics is an integral part of 
everything we do.  We deal with matters of logis-
tics on a day-to-day basis.  We use our pencil and 
paper to plan out the countless things we do every-
day.  We inventory our needs and use our limited 
assets to maximize what we can buy.  We prioritize 
what we need to take with us and make plans to get 
the rest later or change our plans to do without it.  
We change the rules of the game, sometimes even 
deciding to do something else entirely if what we 
have, or can get, or can carry is not enough to do 
what we wanted to do in the first place.  The differ-
ence between planning and accomplishing that 
shopping trip or soccer team cookout and the sce-
nario of the ten-day march is essentially one of 
scale and mission.  Likewise, the difference be-
tween the scenario and today’s modern logistics for 
a complex operation is also one of scale, mission, 
and the tools used by logisticians to get the job 
done.  Logisticians are set apart only by the under-
standing and use of those tools.  Do not be intimi-
dated by obscure names or complex computer pro-

grams.  They are just a fancier version of the pencil 
and paper used to do the math for the shopping trip 
and the scenario. 
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I don’t ever, ever, ever want to hear the term lo-
gistics tail again.  If our aircraft, missiles and 
weapons are the teeth of our military might, then 
logistics is the muscle, tendons, and sinew that 
make the teeth bite down hard and hold on – lo-
gistics is the jawbone!  Hear that?  The JAW-
BONE! 1 

       
             Lieutenant General Leo Marquez 

 
Lieutenant General Marquez’s comment serves 
as a rallying call for logisticians and support per-
sonnel to change their attitude toward their tech-
nical professions.  For years the expressions 
“logistics tail,” “near the tip of the spear,” and 
“supporter not a warrior” served as constant re-
minders that it seemed as if, in the Air Force 
leadership’s eyes, one must wear wings to be 
deemed critical to the mission.  I can remember 
attending Aircraft Maintenance Officer School 
and hearing one of my classmates remark that he 
“hated being a second class citizen because he 
didn’t get selected for UPT out of the Air Force 
Academy.”  Somehow our institution made him 
feel unimportant or in today’s vernacular, like a 
“loser.”  This feeling is not new to our armed 
forces.  In the movie Patton,2 George C. Scott 
eloquently reenacted General Patton’s address to 
the Third Army.  He elicited a surge of patriotism 
and a “can do” spirit by stating that “Americans 
love a winner” and that “Americans will not tol-
erate a loser;”3 thereby drawing on the power of 
positive association.  If you were a front-line 
troop in WWII you were a winner; nothing else 
was important.  Unfortunately, then as now, the 
things and people we associate with often hold 
little regard for the sacrifices made by the many 
people behind the scenes.  While associating with 
the highly visible aspects of service is healthy in 

“winning” team, it may be detrimental in the long 
run if people lose sight of their roles and respon-
sibilities by focusing their efforts on proving 
their worth solely through methods of associa-
tion. 
 Visit an Air Force base today and you will see 
Air Force members in either a green, gray, or 
blue flight suit depending on their function as 
flight crew or space and missile operations.  
Some service personnel may also wear polo 
shirts or wind suits with embroidered logos spe-
cific to their office, and non-surgical personnel 
may be wearing scrubs at clinics and hospitals.  
You may sense that people in general have an 
aversion to being found in a set of blues or, 
heaven forbid, a set of BDUs.  This is not to 
question the validity or functional necessity of 
the clothing, rather it questions the rationale 
commanders, managers, and policy makers use to 
justify the need and expenditures to provide these 
special items.  Are we focusing too much on the 
seemingly pervasive need to associate with 
“winners” (read those in flying career fields) and 
thereby foregoing association with the larger Air 
Force team?  Or are we maintaining a clear view 
of the Air Force mission, membership in the pro-
fession of arms, and just trying to boost morale? 
 This article is based on the premise that we, as 
an institution, are allowing unit and functional 
individuality to slowly erode our sense of mis-
sion and espirit de corps.  The problem may be 
exacerbated by a seemingly unclear purpose for 
the Air Force today when compared to the Cold 
War years.  How do we, as Air Force leaders, 
motivate our people, (especially those in support 
functions) to value their role on the larger Air 
Force team while allowing the power of associa-
tion to remain as normal and healthy organiza-
tional behavior?  The sheer number of people in 
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leadership challenge relatively easy.  Of the 
363,724 officer and enlisted members in the Air 
Force in January 1999, only 39,982 are in flying 
specialty codes – just under 11 percent of the to-
tal force.4  Our leadership challenge then, is to 
ensure the remaining 89 percent of the Air Force 
fully understand how important they are to the 
mission.  Even more importantly, we must all un-
derstand how we can mesh the 11 percent and 89 
percent together to accomplish our mission. 

Fortunately we have a ready-made teaching 
tool in the Core Competencies as outlined in Air 
Force Doctrine Document 1 (AFDD-1).  With 
the answers so readily available, all that remains 
is for us to teach our people and start changing 
the culture of today’s Air Force; more impor-
tantly, we must continuously demonstrate how 
vital support (logistics) functions are to the ac-
complishment of the Air Force Mission.  This pa-
per serves three purposes:  (1) to emphasize the 
critical role logistics plays in Air Force and mis-
sion accomplishment; (2) to caution all members 
that taking logistical support for granted (with the 
view of improving operational capability) may 
adversely impact readiness and capability; and, 
(3) solicit our senior leadership to place greater 
emphasis on logistics as an Air and Space Power 
Function. 
 
Air Force Basic Doctrine 
       For many leaders, especially those who have 
been around the Air Force since just prior to De-
sert Storm, mere mention of AFDD-1 brings 
back chilling memories of the days when Air 
Force Manual 1-1 (AFM 1-1) came out.  General 
Merrill A. McPeak, then Chief of Staff of the Air 
Force, decreed that he expected officers and sen-
ior enlisted members to know AFM 1-1, Volume 
I, and at least be conversant in Volume II.  It’s 
probably a safe bet that there are thousands of 
editions still in shrink-wrap, or at best filling 
those pesky two-inch gaps in many professional 
libraries.  Perhaps by realizing that AFM 1-1 was 
a flight surgeon’s best cure for insomnia, Air 
Force leadership decided something had to be 
done to get people interested in doctrine.  Being a 
problem solving, or image conscious service, we 
decided to create doctrine documents with pic-
tures, graphs, bolded items, and package them in 
neat looking manuals.  To further ensure people 

would accept and read these manuals, they were 
printed in booklet form perfectly sized for the 
lower leg pocket on a flight suit or a thigh pocket 
on a BDU.  It was a great start, but what has hap-
pened?  People in the Air Force still wonder what 
it is they’re doing and how they “fit in.”  Very 
often the answer to questions on this matter elic-
its a condescending, “You don’t have the big pic-
ture.”  It is quite possible the people answering 
the questions recite this colloquialism due to their 
own inability to understand the Air Force mission 
or have not thought through a solution.  Why?  
Perhaps they do not realize that the “big picture” 
is found in a small document – AFDD-1, Air 
Force Basic Doctrine.  More importantly, we as 
leaders do a poor job, outside of classroom set-
tings, of emphasizing the importance of every 
Air Force member knowing basic doctrine.  With 
the Expeditionary Air Force now being imple-
mented, and uncertain future threats, it becomes 
more critical that all Air Force people – active, 
reserve, and civilians – especially support per-
sonnel, understand our doctrine or our raison de 
etre. 
 
Core Competencies versus Air and Space 
Power Functions 
 Perhaps an overarching problem with the seem-
ingly “taken for granted “ view of force support 
lies in AFDD-1 itself.  The core competencies of 
Air and Space Superiority, Precision Engage-
ment, Information Superiority, Global Attack, 
and Rapid Global Mobility5 are readily supported 
by or further refined in one or more of the 17 Air 
and Space Power Functions.  These functions 
are:  Counterair, Counterspace, Counterland, 
Countersea, Strategic Attack, Counterinforma-
tion, Command and Control, Airlift, Air Refuel-
ing, Spacelift, Special Operations Employment, 
Intelligence, Surveillance, Reconnaissance, Com-
bat Search and Rescue, Navigation and Position-
ing, and Weather Services.6  To a casual observer 
nothing may seem to be missing.  After all, isn’t 
the Air Force only about airplanes, bombs, and 
satellites?  These functions represent an “end 
product” for the Air Force.  If you know your 
doctrine you should have noticed that in the 
above list of core competencies, Agile Combat 
Support was omitted.  The omission was done 
purposely because in AFDD-1 there is no further 



refinement or support for this competency in the 
list of Air and Space Power Functions.  Is logis-
tics not included as an Air and Space Power 
Function because it is too broad a topic to grasp?  
Or could it be that it doesn’t necessarily involve 
aircraft and therefore doesn’t require “winged” 
operators, hence it shouldn’t be an Air and Space 
Power Function?  Or is Agile Combat Support 
listed as a Core Competency merely to throw a 
“bone” and placate the support fields?  I submit 
that all of these are true.  For this reason our Air 
Force leaders must facilitate increased under-
standing of logistics and institutionalize logistics 
(Agile Combat Support) as a warfighting skill – 
especially in this era of the Expeditionary Air 
Force. 
 

Logistics Defined and Understood in the Con-
text of Joint Pub 4-0 
 Paul G. Kaminski, Undersecretary of Defense 
for Acquisition and Technology, addressed the 
12th National Logistics Symposium and Exhibi-
tion in October 1995.  His prepared remarks were 
entitled “The Revolution in Defense        Logis-
tics,”7 in which he stated that “[he] found the 
subject of logistics is of growing interest to our 
warfighters.” By what did he mean, 
“warfighters?”  Is the logistician any less a war-
fighter than the pilot, infantryman, or tanker?  Do 
logisticians just “punch” the clock and work 
“normal” office hours? Hardly! Had Mr. 
Kaminski read the definition of logistics in 
AFDD-1 he might have reconsidered his term 
“warfighter,” and perhaps more importantly rec-
ognized the fact logistics is an operational (read 
“war fighting”) art.  The definition of logistics in 
AFDD-1 (taken from Joint Pub 1-02) follows: 
 

The science of planning and carrying 
out the movement and maintenance of 
forces.  In its most comprehensive 
sense those aspects of military opera-
tions which deal with:  a.  design and 
development, acquisition, storage, 
movement, distribution, maintenance, 
evacuation, and disposition of mate-
rial; b.  movement, evacuation, and 
hospitalization of personnel; c.  acqui-
sition or construction, maintenance, 
operation, and disposition of facili-

of services.8 (emphasis added) 
 

 Mr. Kaminski came close to calling logisticians 
“warfighters” when he spoke of logistics’ role in 
Operation Desert Storm.  He quoted John Chan-
cellor of NBC news as saying, “This was a logis-
tician’s war.  Logistics, the movement of troops 
and supplies, made all the difference.”9 This 
statement of Mr. Chancellor’s should not have 
come as a surprise.  In the Executive Summary of 
Joint Pub 4-0, the notes of emphasis (in the mar-
gin) state that, “Logistics is the foundation of 
combat power.”10  The supporting text states that 
“Logistics is the bridge connecting a nation’s 
economy to a nation’s warfighting forces.”11  
How important was logistics to our success in the 
Gulf War?  Some interesting statistics help paint 
the picture. 

 The Air Force alone used fifteen mil-
lion gallons of jet fuel a day [emphasis 
in original] at the height of the war. …
Storing, transporting, and issuing this 
fuel remained a significant obstacle 
that was surmounted by a combination 
of new pipelines and the Air Force’s 
supply of fuel bladders, hydrant sys-
tems, refueling vehicles, and trained 
personnel gathered from all over the 
United States, Europe, and the Pacific.  
To meet this requirement, however, the 
Air Force deployed 92 percent of its 
entire refueling assets to the theater. 
(emphasis added) …[They] had also 
deployed to the Gulf 85 percent of all 
its equipment for operating from bare 
bases – tents, dining facilities, and so 
forth. …[52 percent of the Air Force’s 
HARMs, 63 percent of its LGBs, 63 
percent of its Mavericks, and 43 per-
cent of its CBUs were deployed into 
theater.]12  
 

This equipment movement was planned, 
coordinated and executed by logisticians.  
Whether or not people in the logistics functions 
of supply systems, maintenance, transportation, 
general engineering, and health services13 are 
seen as warfighters, it should be readily evident 
that without the logistics capability they provide, 
our Air Force will be unable to fulfill its role in 



concept of logistics as depicted in Joint Pub 4-0 
with the Agile Combat Support competency 
found in AFDD-1.  In order to do so we should 
understand some of the historical “lessons 
learned” concerning logistics, and realize that 
there are myriad of challenges in our future.  
These challenges can be overcome if we ensure 
all logistics personnel know and understand their 
roles and responsibilities as set forth in doctrine. 
 

Logistics Lessons Learned 
  The maxim that “failing to learn history dooms 
one to repeat the same mistakes” is probably the 
most over-spoken yet under-practiced statement 
in the military.  Many leaders, when pontificating 
or postulating on a given subject will spout those 
words and then set policy based  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
almost solely on current information and political 
restrictions.  Our generals, civilian DoD leader-
ship, and elected officials are supposedly taking 
the advice and counsel of our general officers, 
who in turn should be getting well-researched ad-
vice from their staffs.  It is quite probable this is 
happening, but these same people are also being 
inundated with information and requests from 
special interest groups who are looking out for 
their pocket books rather than our national secu-
rity.   In the area of logistics, history has proven 
time and again that we continue to make costly 
mistakes when we fail to learn from history. 
 In his article, Logistics: The Past is Prologue,14 
Deputy Assistant Secretary of the Army for Lo-
gistics, Eric A. Orsini begins by saying: 

 

In the plethora of initiatives on ef-
ficiencies, some favorite buzz 
words are two-level maintenance, 
outsourcing to original manufac-
turers, and just-in-time inventory.  
The judgment is that the infra-
structure is bloated, systems are 
archaic and we are living in the 
past. These charges are not com-
ing from battle-hardened com-
manders but from industry repre-
sentatives, think tanks and acade-
mia.15 

 

He cites as historical precedent the case of the 
German military in the 1940s.  Panzer divisions 
operated under the concept of two-level mainte-

nance and just-in-time inventory.  Damaged 
tanks that couldn’t be repaired in the field were 
sent back to the factory.  The logistics concept 
worked well in the campaign in Poland in 1939 
and subsequent campaign in France in 1940, but 
both were fairly short operations.  The Germans 
declared the two-level concept a success and  im-
pelmented the plan.  Unfortunately this concept 
was to work against them in Russia.  Poor plan-
ning (possibly by taking their capability for 
granted), increased losses due to mines and at-
tack and resulted in high attrition rates due to dis-
tance and extreme climatic conditions.  The poor 
logistics infrastructure made the German two-
level system impractical.  The fix didn’t come 
until 1942 and then it did little good because of 

An eight-aircraft formation of C-17 Globemaster IIIs from Charleston AFB heads toward a drop zone during an exercise.  (USAF 
photo by Staff Sgt. Jeffrey Allen) 



other blunders.  The Tiger tank failed because of 
rushed production and employment without ade-
quate supplies of spare parts.  The same thing 
happened with the mass building of the Panther 
tank.  The Germans sent all 325 Panther tanks 
into battle and then found defects in the steering 
and control mechanisms – they all had to go back 
to the factory.  To make matters worse, once the 
initial problem was fixed the engines were found 
to be inadequate.16  Lesson to be learned – you 
can’t short-change any part of the logistics chain 
and hope to be successful in battle.  But has sen-
ior leadership learned this lesson?   
 To answer this question, consider the following 
excerpt concerning the concept of agile infra-
structure from Focused Logistics: 
 

[Agile infrastructure] will result in the 
right-sizing of the logistics footprint 
through reductions in logistics forces, 
facilities, equipment and supplies.  
These reductions will be enabled 
through significant enhancements to 
joint logistics policies, structures and 
processes in inventory management, 
engineering, maintenance, and infra-
structure improvements.17 

 

It is difficult to put much stock in a logis-
tics system, which is promised to work, but has 
not been tested under the worst possible scenar-
ios.  Are we making changes to our future logis-
tics capability based on relatively short cam-
paigns as the Germans did earlier this century?  
The Gulf War may have been won in six weeks, 
but we had nearly six months to prepare.  The re-
cent Kosovo air campaign was perhaps easier lo-
gistically, but lasted even longer--78 days. 
Granted, there were gross inefficiencies in the 
way we handled the logistic chain in both scenar-
ios.  However, much of that was due to our own 
dealings with the “fog and friction” of war – bet-
ter to have too much of what you don’t need than 
to have none of what you must have.  Is this only 
true in modern warfare?  Not at all! 
 In his book For Want of a Nail, Kenneth Mack-
sey cites Benjamin Franklin’s maxim:  
 

For want of a nail, the shoe was lost — 
For want of a shoe the horse was lost — 

For want of a rider the battle was lost.18 

 

This, along with 13 chapters of text replete with 
examples of the effects of logistics on war from 
the early 1800s to 1975 serve as warning to us 
that we must not “overlook the workings of what 
may be termed the “logistic equaliser”.”19  Mack-
sey cites Britain’s failure to maintain her logisti-
cal capabilities gained during the Napoleonic 
Wars as an example of allowing economic poli-
cies to subjugate military power.  “Whenever 
military organisations come under financial con-
straints, they tend to make disproportionate 
economies in the logistic services compared to 
the combat arms.”20 

 The case is easily made that we are following 
historical precedence, and putting money into 
force modernization at the expense of logistical 
capability.  Outsourcing and privatization is an 
example. “The Commission on Roles and Mis-
sions (CORM) of the Armed Forces in 1995 en-
couraged the DoD to pursue outsourcing and pri-
vatization to generate savings that could be ap-
plied to force modernization.”21  The operative 
word in that quote is could.  Hardly a contractual 
statement to make the logisticians of the world 
sleep better at night. 
 Given that the historical lessons and current 
policies regarding infrastructure paint a less than 
perfect picture for the logistics community, how 
will we motivate our people to meet the chal-
lenge?  It all goes back to understanding our role 
in doctrine.    
 

Maintaining Doctrinal Focus in the Expedi-
tionary Air Force 
 

Logistics is traditionally an unglamorous 
and underappreciated activity.  To gener-
alize, when the battle is going well, the 
strategist and tactician are lionized; it is 
only when the tanks run out of gas that 
people go head-hunting for the logisti-
cian.22 

 

 Regardless of historical lessons, the fact remains 
that we are in a changing military environment 
for economic, political, tactical, and strategic rea-
sons.  We can and will make changes to our doc-
trine documents as the need arises.  What we 
must not do is make arbitrary decisions to disas-



ply because we gain more attention for ourselves, 
or our particular career fields, through associa-
tion with other career fields which may be in the 
limelight.  A firm understanding and complete 
acceptance of our role in doctrine will go far in 
making every member proud to be associated 
with the Air Force, regardless of career field.  
Teaching and demonstrating the importance of 
doctrine to our newest members may help turn 
the tide in this era of individualism or association 
with only those seen as “heroes” or “winners.” 
 

A Leadership Opportunity 
 General Patton’s speech to the Third Army as 
depicted in the movie was cited in the beginning 
of this paper.  The emphasis in the movie and in 
this paper is on our natural tendency to associate 
ourselves with “winners.”  Many who have 
watched the movie may have perceived the 
“winners” as only those front-line troops who 
fought for General Patton, but he didn’t see it 
that way.  In the movie an important part of his 
actual speech was omitted, probably due to lack 
of glamour. 
 

All of the real heroes are not storybook 
combat fighters, either.  Every single man 
in this Army plays a vital role.  Don’t ever 
let up.  Don’t ever think that your job is 
unimportant.  Every man has a job to do 
and he must do it.  Every man is a vital 
link in the great chain. …every man does 
his job.  Every man serves the whole.  
Every department, every unit, is important 
in this vast scheme of war. …Each man 
must not only think of himself, but also of 
his buddy beside him.23 

 

 With the Expeditionary Air Force becoming re-
ality in January 2000, we have a golden opportu-
nity to heed General Patton’s words concerning 
people’s importance.  Recognizing logistics as a 
warfighting skill by inclusion as an Air and 
Space Power Function, and educating the entire 
Air Force about each others role in doctrine, will 
go far toward ensuring that our natural tendency 
for association remains healthy and focused on 
our warfighting capability. 
 

This article appeared in slightly different form in the Air Force 
Journal of Logistics, Vol XXIV, Number 2, Summer 2000.  Re-
printing was authorized. 
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Recently noted scholar Martin van Creveld has 
argued that the nature of war has changed to such 
a great extent that the air forces of the world, as 
we know them, should cease to exist.  He argues 
that “the age of manned aircraft... is almost cer-
tainly drawing to its end,” that naval aviation is 
on its way out, and what remains in the form of 
UAVs and helicopters should be returned to the 
Army Air Corps.  Needless to say this position 
has provoked a storm of debate within military 
institutions, not least of which the US Air Force.  
His critics have argued that new technology will 
not have the effects that van Creveld assumes, 
and that air forces will survive.  However, they 
miss some major flaws in van Creveld’s argu-
ment.  Like the proverbial ships in the night they 
fail to attack some serious problems in the argu-
ment.  Van Creveld is wrong in his view for three 
major reasons, he fails to differentiate between 
great powers and lesser powers, he misconstrues 
what an air force is, and he is too sanguine about 
the possibilities of future conflict.   

Van Creveld originally wrote his piece 
for the Royal Australian Air Force.  While his ar-
guments may apply to the RAAF, they most cer-
tainly do not apply to the USAF.  There is a fun-
damental difference between great powers and 
secondary powers.  At this time the United States 
is arguably the only great power in the world.  
Cases can be made for counting China as a great 
power, and future cases can be made for a Euro-
pean defense identity and for a revived Russia.  
In the current world, and for the foreseeable fu-
ture, Australia is not a great power.   

Great powers need to be able to project 
their power globally and swiftly.  They are able 
to do this because their domestic economy gener-
ates the money and technology to buy expensive 
weapons.  Lesser powers are lesser precisely be-

tain substantial stores of weapons.  Thus when 
van Creveld notes the prohibitive expense of 
modern manned air power, he is correct for coun-
tries such as Australia.  It makes no sense for 
Australia to spend a large portion of its budget 
acquiring a handful of modern aircraft.  For the 
regional role that the RAAF is asked to fill, high 
performance air power is neither needed nor fea-
sible.  A completely modern air force of fighters, 
strategic and tactical bombers, air refueling, air 
transport, and other aircraft is beyond the reach 
of all but the 3 largest military powers.   

It is unlikely that the Australians will act 
unilaterally and globally.  They may act globally 
within the strictures of a multinational alliance, 
or they may act unilaterally in their own region, 
in places such as East Timor.  For these tasks 
Australia, and other similar states, will not need 
advanced fighter aircraft.  They will, however, 
still need the ability to support air operations if 
they hope to play a valuable role in multinational 
military operations.  By choosing to specialize in 
one or two areas they can build an affordable air 
force that fills the need of multinational task 
forces.   

However, van Creveld may respond that 
if many of the smaller powers drop out of the 
race for air superiority, there is no need for the 
remaining states to continue developing and 
maintaining expensive manned aircraft.  There 
are simply no opponents in the skies, and so there 
is no need for air superiority fighters.  There is 
some merit to this point, but this leads into the 
next two errors of his argument: fighter aircraft 
are not the full extent of air forces; and, there is 
reason to believe that great powers may have rea-
son to fight with each other.  Additionally, as 
long as some regional powers possess fighter air-
craft, it is important for the great powers, such as 

What is an Air Force? 
Why Do We Need One? 

W. Alexander Vacca 



forces.   
Van Creveld’s second error is to ignore a 

large part of what air forces do.  He makes a 
strong argument against air superiority fighters.  
The F-22 and the Eurofighter are going to be tre-
mendously expensive, and will be available in 
very small numbers.  In addition, there are no op-
ponents that fly aircraft better than our current 
fighters so there is no pressing need to upgrade.  
However, an air force is not just a fighter force.  
Fighters may be the flashiest portions of the 
force, but air forces also include strategic and 
ground support bombers, surveillance aircraft, 
transports, and other support aircraft.  I shall now 
briefly consider each of these groups and explain 
why manned aircraft are still important.   

Fighters are expensive to build and have a 
very narrow role to play; they shoot down other 
fighters and thus make it possible for other air-
craft to operate freely.  It is true that the high cost 
of fighters means that states cannot afford to 
build large fighter fleets.  During the Gulf War 
we saw that our fighters were able to destroy 
large numbers of enemy aircraft easily.  Our Air 
Force is currently large enough to deal with any 
fighter threat.  However most models of combat 
show that when you decrease your numerical ad-
vantage, the superior side will still win, but with 
more casualties.  Thus simply because we could 
win with less, we should not proceed with less, 
especially if we are concerned with our casual-
ties.   

Bombers are able to bring a tremendous 
amount of destruction to an area.  Van Creveld 
argues that ground support aircraft and helicop-
ters should be reintegrated into the army, and that 
missiles can more cheaply and possibly more ac-
curately do what strategic bombers seek to do. 
This argument may be true, if missiles were able 
to always do what van Creveld hopes that they 
will do. However, even in modern conflict bomb-
ers have proven to be tremendously useful.  In 
the Sri Lankan civil war, for example, the Sin-
halese government have found MiG-27 fighter 
bombers to be effective at combating Tamil Tiger 
army formations.  These aircraft have not been 
successful at fighting the terrorist bands of the 
Tigers, but when the Tigers undertake conven-
tional military operations the aircraft prove in-
valuable.  Additionally, it should be noted that it 

would be difficult for the Sri Lankan government 
forces to acquire the quantity of PGMs necessary 
for completing the same tasks.  Trade in PGMs is 
restricted, while trade in ex-Soviet aircraft is no-
toriously loose.   

Surveillance aircraft, van Creveld argues, 
can be replaced by space-based forces.  This is 
taking a major risk.  At the moment the United 
States may have the edge in space-based warfare.  
However, there is a tremendous amount of uncer-
tainty about the vulnerability of our satellites to 
enemy action and enemy interference.  In addi-
tion, enemies that know when the satellites are 
due to fly over have time to conceal their opera-
tions.  Only aircraft can be used at random inter-
vals by local commanders to gather intelligence. 

Van Creveld counters that the UAV is 
able to do all that a manned aircraft can do.  
However there are limits to what unescorted 
UAVs can do.  In most situations in which they 
have been used UAVs can perform at levels com-
parable to manned observation aircraft.  How-
ever, the UAV has not been used in many areas.  
UAVs have been used for observation, and only 
then in small numbers.  The United States does 
not maintain UAV fighters or bombers, though it 
does have smart missiles, which I will discuss 
later. Further, UAV fighters will never be as 
good as manned aircraft, for two reasons which 
the air officer can well understand. 

The first reason is the Boyd cycle.  The 
Boyd cycle theory argues that the key to success 
in a dogfight is to be able to move through four 
stages of fighting in rapid succession.  If an op-
ponent falls behind in their Boyd cycle they are 
easy prey in a dogfight.  UAV’s will always fall 
behind.  It takes time, albeit not much time, for 
information to travel from the camera to the 
“pilot” on the ground, and then back up.  Even 
with wireless communications a lag is present, 
communication is not, and will never, be truly 
instantaneous.  When fighters are flying greater 
than the speed of sound against opponents travel-
ing at similar speeds, this slight delay is impor-
tant. 

Even more important is that wireless 
communications are open to electronic jamming.  
As we have found out with cyber hackers on the 
internet and over cellular lines, every safeguard 
can be broken by a determined opponent.  When 



communication lines cover hundred of miles, and 
are not contained in wires, it is always possible that 
the opponent will find a way to sever or disrupt 
those lines.  At such a time an air force of solely 
UAVs and PGMs will not be worth much.  Having 
the ability to put humans on the scene to destroy 
enemy aircraft, conduct observation, and deliver 
ordinance to targets will always be important.  It 
may be that in many cases such a capability would 
go unused.  However, if the United States is to re-
main the preeminent world power it is imperative 
that the Air Force be able to act, even if our oppo-
nent builds jammers.  Manned aircraft need not 
make up the bulk of the future USAF, but they 
should continue to exist.    

Air transports are tremendous tools for 
moving soldiers and supplies around the world.  
They are the only device that give great powers the 
ability to shift powerful land forces globally at 
short notice.  All wars, even the low intensity wars 
that van Creveld feels will be the sole form of fu-
ture war, require soldiers to fight them.  Even in 
cases when the United States is not engaged di-
rectly, air supply is the quickest way to send aid to 
our allies.  Naval transport can ultimately carry 
more, but it takes in excess of a month for ships to 
be loaded, sent out, landed, and unloaded.  There 
would be no great savings by making air transport 
unmanned.   

There are numerous other kinds of support 
aircraft, most notably air refueling units.  These 
units make it possible to fly aircraft continually and 
to fly long distances without needing to land at 
friendly bases. These units are essential if the 
United States wishes to be able to fly to any part of 
the world within 24 hours.  The complicated tasks 
performed by these aircraft are not yet able to be 
entirely subsumed by machines.  Perhaps the time 
will come when they can be replaced, but that time 
is far more distant than van Creveld seems to im-
ply.   

All of the above types of aircraft are vulner-
able to enemy fighters, even relatively low technol-
ogy fighters.  As long as the United States sees a 
role for the above aircraft, there needs to be a role 
for fighters.  As I have argued, UAVs can support, 
but not entirely supplant, manned fighter aviation.   

Additionally, in his attack on carrier-based 
aviation, van Creveld dismisses the notion of the 
carrier as a movable base.  He feels that as air 

power is not needed, it follows that bases, espe-
cially expensive floating bases, are not needed.  
However, as I am in the process of arguing, air 
power is needed, and thus carrier aviation is still 
necessary for states that wish to have a global 
reach.  Carriers are only superfluous if we dispense 
with manned aircraft and rely on UAVs and PGMs.  
In such a case the arsenal ship would be able to 
serve effectively.  However, complete reliance on 
such a system is dangerous, for precisely the rea-
sons that I have listed above.   

Finally, van Creveld argues that the anti-
shipping role of aircraft, especially, but not en-
tirely, naval aviation, can be subsumed by missiles.  
While he is correct that missiles can perform some 
of the tasks of anti-shipping aviation, he fails to 
note some of the drawbacks of an anti-shipping 
policy with no air component.  These must be bal-
anced against the greater costs of the maintenance 
of anti-shipping aircraft.   

The key issues are the range of weapons 
and the time of flight.  While we have missiles that 
can be launched at ships, we have to realize that 
ships have anti-missile capabilities.  Given a long 
lead time before impact, ships can deploy a variety 
of anti-missile countermeasures.  Such time lags 
are negligible if we are trying to sink ships near our 
bases, but are important if we needed to sink ships 
in the Gulf of Sidra, for example.  Anti-ship mis-
siles launched from the air have a shorter time in 
flight, and may be launched closer to the target.  As 
a result many of the anti-missile capabilities of 
ships may be negated by the short time in fight of 
the missile.     

Combining air launched weapons with other 
missiles in a single attack on shipping has tremen-
dous benefits.  First of all the target ships will need 
to carry countermeasures against multiple types of 
weapons, and thus can carry less of any one type of 
weapon.  If they do not do this, they will be particu-
larly vulnerable to attack by certain weapon types.  
If militaries do not use aircraft in antishipping 
roles, but rely instead upon missiles fired from a 
longer distance, then the target ships will be able to 
safely drop air defenses.  However, by maintaining 
the threat of air attack we force potential enemies to 
devote a portion of their resources to air defense.  
Even a small attack force can force an enemy to de-
vote large sums of money and scarce shipboard 
space to antiaircraft weapons.  By maintaining the 



ability to attack ships with many different types of 
weapons, we ensure that the cost of defending 
against our attacks is high, and thus there can be 
fewer well defended ships belonging to our ene-
mies.   

Secondly, the best precision guided muni-
tions are both expensive and hard to manufacture.  
Mid range states may find it more economical to 
use cheap aircraft in an antishipping role, rather 
than expensive missiles.  These states may have a 
limited supply of weapons, or be denied access to 
key electronic components by the governments of 
supplier states.  If that were the case aircraft, while 
more expensive than PGMs, would also be far more 
available, and might then be used.   

The high cost of PGMs has also limited 
construction, even by the United States.  During the 
war against Serbia the United States faced the very 
real possibility of exhausting its entire stock of 
PGMs, while suppliers, such as Raytheon, proved 
unable to ramp up manufacturing   

Finally, van Creveld is too sanguine about 
the possibilities of future war.  He argues that war 
will either be low intensity conflict and/or non state 
conflict.  In any event it is unlikely that we will see 
air forces fighting each other.  He is wrong for two 
reasons.  Conflict may be high intensity and air 
power is essential in low intensity conflict. 

The issue which concerns US planners more 
than feeding Somalis or bothering Saddam Hussein 
is China.  China need not be our enemy, but given 
US preferences about the future status of Taiwan, 
the Spratly Islands, and Indo-China, it is certainly 
possible that the United States and China will be 
adversaries.  In that event, air power would be criti-
cal, and the types of conflicts which may take place 
all look like standard conflicts.  Possible invasions 
of Taiwan or the Spratlys would involve Chinese 
sea and air transports, possibly with little warning 
time.  In these events, the United States could re-
spond flexibly and rapidly in a way that has yet to 
be authorized (or much less built)—such as with 
“arsenal ships.” In the event that China threatened 
to blockade Taiwan or sink US warships with con-
ventional or even nuclear weapons, only the Air 
Force, meaning bombers and supply laden trans-
ports, backed by fighters, and kept aloft by air refu-
eling wings, would be able to thwart Chinese ambi-
tions. 

Short of a war with China, Russia has 

shown that there is some utility to having an air 
monopoly in the non-traditional Chechen war.  
Command of the air gave the Russians the ability to 
ravage huge swathes of territory at will.  Between 
the two extremes we have the Gulf War, in which it 
was shown that our air force when combined with 
our army can inflict tremendous losses on the 
armed forces of the enemy.  Even against a more 
competent opponent our air force makes movement 
in the open within miles of the forward edge of bat-
tle area a very dicey proposition.   

Van Creveld makes the same mistake that 
early opponents of air power made in the 1930s.  In 
his analysis of the use of air power in the Italio-
Ethiopian War, Carl Spaatz attacks critics who felt 
that the minor role played by air power in that war 
proved the limited utility of air power.  He notes: 

 
[They] felt that the Italian bombardment 
and attack aviation should have been 
quickly decisive against a foe whose 
only air defense at the outset of war con-
sisted of 24 anti-aircraft cannon and 12 
inefficient airplanes.  When the fighting 
continued for three quarters of a year, 
the debunkers of air power won many 
converts to their cause...  Those onlook-
ers who condemned air power as rela-
tively ineffective did so because they 
committed the folly of thinking that the 
Ethiopian campaign presented a parallel 
situation to what would occur in a war 
between industrial powers. 
 

In essence van Creveld makes the same error.  He 
argues that the lessons of the past few years make 
air power irrelevant.  However, while he makes the 
case that air power is irrelevant for some previous 
conflicts, he does not make the much more contro-
versial case that all wars will follow in the pattern 
of his recent examples.  Indeed, there is much theo-
retical argument and empirical evidence to suggest 
that such an outcome is a very remote possibility.  
War is likely to continue to be a tool used by states 
to advance their interests.  As I have argued, future 
conflicts involving China, North Korea, or other 
regional powers will have air components.  In such 
cases it is imperative that the United States have the 
ability to fight and win.  In non-traditional wars, air 
power is of limited utility; however, so are navies 



and most, if not all, of the world’s armies.  Van 
Creveld does not advocate junking armies and na-
vies because they cannot prevent cults from releas-
ing gas in the Tokyo subways or stop terrorists 
from bombing buildings, yet he tries to use the 
same logic to argue against air power.  Simply be-
cause some, even most, of the future security 
threats that the United States will face will not re-
quire that we use all of our military tools is not a 
reason to toss those tools out of our toolbox.  Occa-
sions will still arise where traditional militaries will 
be the best tools for the problem.   

Van Creveld is correct that air superiority is 
neither necessary nor sufficient for victory in all 
kinds of wars.  However in cases where it is used, it 
can reduce casualties and it can perform tasks that 
other weapons can not.  Perhaps there is indeed a 
trend toward fewer national air forces made up of 
less airplanes, especially less fighters.  This trend 
does not, however, mean that the United States 
should rush out and junk its air force.  As I have 
shown the new technologies which van Creveld ar-
gues can replace the Air Force are not as developed 
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as he would seem to suggest, nor are they as eco-
nomical for all states.  The manned Air Force 
should continue to be a key portion of the US de-
fense establishment.   
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As a US Air Force Academy cadet reading Dr. 
Martin van Creveld’s article “New Era Security:  
The RAAF in the Next 25 Years, Air Power 
2025,” it is difficult to respond to his perspec-
tives and predictions from anything other than a 
defensive posture.  He asserts that modern air 
forces are rapidly becoming obsolete and will 
virtually disappear in the future.  Dr. van Creveld 
addresses the relationship between air forces and 
the political organizations that own them, the 
predicted nature of future warfare, and how air 
forces will likely respond and adapt to these is-
sues.1  While the first two topics can be closely 
related to one another and the observations and 
evidence presented reasonably defended, the con-
clusions drawn are extreme.  Dr. van Creveld 
raises some thought provoking ideas in defense 
of his argument, but his vision of the future of air 
forces is flawed by his failure to explore fully 
other important aspects of air and space power – 
making his predictions unlikely to be realized. 
 
Air Forces, States, and the Changing Nature 
of Conflict 

Looking first at the relationship between 
air forces and political organizations, Dr. van 
Creveld states that throughout history, the only 
organizations capable of owning and maintaining 
an air force were states.  This was because air 
forces, composed of even a single aircraft, had 
high procurement costs and required a vast sup-
port network of personnel and resources to keep 
the planes flying.  Today, the cost of fielding an 
air force has become prohibitively expensive for 
all but the wealthiest of states.2  Dr. van Creveld 
also points out that only the larger states possess 
the land resources required to operate and main-
tain air bases.  For maximum effectiveness and 
survivability, bases are often located deep within 

to accommodate long runways and to provide a 
degree of protection from enemy attack.  Finally, 
Dr. van Creveld explains that air forces are also 
unique to states because they have well-defined 
borders.  As such, most aerial combat or bom-
bardment is conducted outside a given state’s 
border and within an enemy’s own territory to 
minimize the prospect of friendly fire casualties.3  
With these points in mind, it is understandable 
why Dr. van Creveld concludes that states have 
been the only organizations capable of operating 
and maintaining an air force. 

Taking this concept a step further, Dr. van 
Creveld believes that, since only states have the 
means to operate an air force, the wars in which 
they become engaged are generally against other 
states.4  In this situation, the use of air power is 
effective since targets are usually well defined 
and separation exists between soldiers and non-
combatants, reducing the risk of collateral dam-
age and the killing of innocents.  Of course, this 
is an ideal situation within a well established in-
ternational order of nation-states. 

In contrast, the current world situation 
does not present clearly defined conflicts be-
tween nation-states.  Instead, a new, and more 
complex, environment has taken its place and is 
known for its increasing levels of fragmentation 
“along the same geopolitical and cultural fault 
lines that have separated civilizations for millen-
nia.”5  As a result, the nature of future warfare 
will change.  Rather than a single, well defined 
opponent, it is likely that combat operations con-
ducted by a state, such as the United States, will 
be against an enemy characterized by undefined 
borders, decentralized guerrilla or militia-style 
troops, and sub-conventional, low-intensity con-
flict in uneven terrain with the enemy forces in 
close proximity to civilians.  The effectiveness of 
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are hesitant to place the lives of non-combatants 
at risk and, therefore, will choose to scale down 
the use of air power for this reason.6  While this 
aspect presents a considerable limitation to the 
overall use of air power, it is not enough to war-
rant Dr. van Creveld’s claims that air forces will 
become obsolete.   

Air power will continue to be effective in 
conflicts between states where large-scale com-
bat is expected to prevail.  However, given that 
interstate conflict seems a reduced possibility in 
modern times, new techniques and theories for 
the application of air power in a multi-polar 
world, such as to conduct limited and low-
intensity operations, will undoubtedly emerge.  
Thus, it is highly likely that the flexibility of air 
power will be reaffirmed and air forces will re-
main in existence. 
 
Visions of the Future – Corrected to 20/20 

To this point, Dr. van Creveld’s observa-
tions and evidence have been well founded, 
though his conclusions too extreme.  More seri-
ous is his flawed and incomplete development of 
an air force vision for the future. 

At the beginning of his argument, Dr. van 
Creveld states that most air forces throughout the 
world have already disappeared as a result of 
post Cold War efforts at military downsizing and 
defense spending reduction.7  In the absence of 
the traditional bipolar threat which dominated the 
past fifty years, a sense of security and compla-
cency prevails that downplays the need for a 
military forces.  Dr. van Creveld also explains 
that air forces have experienced their decline 
alongside the development of new weapons that 
do more with less (e.g., smart bombs vs. dumb 
bombs) and increased use of space and missile 
related warfighting assets.8  In addition, he envi-
sions that Unmanned Aerial Vehicles (UAVs) 
and helicopters will gradually replace modern 
combat aircraft.  UAVs may be able to perform a 
wide spectrum of hazardous missions, ranging 
from reconnaissance to combat operations, with-
out putting human lives in the line of fire, while 
helicopters can transport troops and supplies to a 
battlefield, evacuate wounded, serve as flying 
command posts, and “deliver devastating quanti-
ties of very accurate firepower at selected tar-
gets” due to their slow-speed maneuvering and 

handling characteristics.9 

 
Lessons of History 

Dr. van Creveld’s arguments have impor-
tant shortcomings.  First, it should not be forgot-
ten that between the end of World War I and the 
outbreak of World War II, a similar phenomenon 
occurred as the United States reduced its military 
forces while adopting a national security policy 
of isolationism.  As a result of this decreased 
vigilance and a lack of perceived threats, the 
United States was caught off guard by the sur-
prise attack on Pearl Harbor by the Japanese, and 
ultimately drawn into World War II.10  It is im-
portant to prevent another “lapse into compla-
cency just because the United States is the 
world’s sole surviving superpower.”11  Therefore, 
the United States must remain vigilant to a vari-
ety of new and potential threats which may arise 
as a result of multi-polar fragmentation and the 
proliferation of weapons of mass destruction.  A 
strong military posture must be maintained 
throughout the world and the Air Force is the 
perfect instrument for providing forward pres-
ence and global reach as means of deterrence. 

 
New Technology 

Although significant developments in 
weapons technology have made modern day pre-
cision munitions (PGMs) far more accurate and 
lethal than their “dumb” iron predecessors, van 
Creveld jumps to the conclusion that this has ini-
tiated a reduction in the importance of air forces.  
On the contrary, PGMs allow a small number of 
aircraft to accomplish the same mission required 
of great fleets in the past, leaving the remaining 
aircraft free to concentrate their firepower on 
other targets.  In short, the economy of force of 
modern air forces stems from their ability to con-
centrate mass precisely on target.  Such effi-
ciency should not be perceived as a need for 
fewer aircraft, or a decline in the importance of 
air forces, but instead as a tribute to the quality 
and versatility of modern air power. 

In terms of space and missile related war-
fighting assets, Dr. van Creveld places too much 
emphasis on these items.  He addresses missiles 
as a primary weapon and mentions the possibility 
of anti-missile defense systems.  In the event of 
conflict, however, those countries having access 



to nuclear missiles will be extremely reluctant to 
use them against one another, lest they face mu-
tually assured destruction.  And missile defense 
systems are likely to have a long and tortured 
road to operability, due both to their technical re-
quirements and to their political consequences – 
such as the Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) treaty 
of 1972 that places restrictions on the develop-
ment of such defense systems.12  Aircraft with 
conventional weapons will still serve as a vital 
national asset and as a means to project convinc-
ing and decisive air power onto an enemy with-
out having to resort to nuclear missiles. 

Also relevant to space is Dr. van 
Creveld’s idea that an increased reliance upon 
satellites used for communication, navigation, 
surveillance, reconnaissance and damage-
assessment will require a limited staff of opera-
tors further reducing the number of personnel 
serving in air force uniforms.13  However, before 
he places all his eggs in one basket, Dr. van 
Creveld should consider the threats posed by hos-
tile forces that could potentially destroy ground-
based satellite tracking stations – rendering an 
entire constellation of satellites useless.  Further-
more, there is a possibility that a determined en-
emy would “detonate a nuclear weapon in the 
Van Allen belt, causing a blanket disruption of 
many of the West’s most vital satellites.”14  
Should something like this occur, a state without 
an air force would be in a very vulnerable posi-
tion.  It seems prudent to shy away from a total 
reliance on space-based systems and to retain air 
assets such as the U-2 that are capable of provid-
ing intelligence and communications until new 
satellites could be launched and stationed in or-
bit. 

 
UAVs and Helicopters 

Dr. van Creveld also maintains that, in-
stead of conventional aircraft, UAVs and heli-
copters will be the primary instruments of air 
power in the coming years.  Among the advan-
tages offered by UAVs is the fact that they can 
often fly faster, and perform far more aggressive 
maneuvers to evade enemy anti-aircraft defenses, 
since their structural g-limit is much greater than 
that of the human body.  Although this sounds 
promising, an autonomous UAV controlled by a 
microchip will never have the ability to make the 

type of split-second decisions and judgment calls 
that allow a pilot to react and adapt his or her 
mission to changes within the battlespace.  In ad-
dition, even if a UAV is “flown” by a human 
“pilot” sitting in a ground station, there is no way 
for that individual to have the same type of situ-
ational awareness of a pilot actually sitting in the 
cockpit.  Therefore, UAVs are unlikely to be able 
to achieve the degree of flexibility enjoyed by 
manned aircraft. 

And helicopters can not really be com-
pared to modern air force aircraft.  Dr. van 
Creveld claims that helicopters are more versatile 
than aircraft due to their ability to transport 
troops and supplies into a battlefield, evacuate 
wounded personnel, serve as a flying command 
post, identify targets, and “deliver devastating 
quantities of very accurate firepower at selected 
targets” due to their slow-speed maneuvering and 
handling characteristics.  What Dr. van Creveld 
fails to address, however, is that modern aircraft 
can perform all of these missions as well, and ar-
guably better, than a helicopter.  In terms of air-
lift, transport aircraft, like the C-17 Globemaster 
III, can deliver and extract greater quantities of 
troops and supplies than a helicopter, virtually 
anywhere in the world thanks to their short-field 
take off and landing capabilities.  The E-4B is an 
example of a current airborne command post that 
is likely to have a greater time on station, com-
pared to any helicopter, thanks to its large crew 
and aerial refueling capability.  In terms of iden-
tifying targets, the U-2 can once again provide a 
greater time on station (in excess of nine hours) 
than a helicopter while gathering a vast array of 
reconnaissance data with numerous sensors that a 
relatively small helicopter would probably not be 
able to carry.  Finally the fact that the helicopter 
can deliver “devastating” firepower due to its 
slow-speed maneuverability and handling charac-
teristics, will most likely give it the honor of be-
ing the first target shot out of the sky.  Helicop-
ters usually have a much lower ceiling then con-
ventional aircraft, so they will be more suscepti-
ble to small arms fire from the ground and other 
anti-aircraft weapons.  This is not to say that air-
craft are invincible, because they are certainty 
threatened by other defenses such as SAMs, but 
they will likely have a greater survivability rate 
in comparison to helicopters.  Weighing all these 



considerations together, the helicopter simply 
does not stack up in comparison to the capabili-
ties of its fixed-wing counterparts. 

Lastly, an air force has the unique ability 
to maintain air dominance over a region through 
the continuous enforcement of no-fly zones.  
From an enemy’s perspective, it is difficult to 
imagine being intimidated by a no-fly zone en-
forced by small, unmanned aircraft or even heli-
copters for that matter.  In this role, manned air 
force combat aircraft, such as the F-15 and F-16, 
serve a very important role in projecting an in-
timidating forward presence to help deter hostile 
forces and regional bullies from stepping out of 
line. 
 
Conclusion 

In retrospect, Dr. Martin van Creveld’s 
predictions regarding the obsolescence and disap-
pearance of air forces in the 21st Century are ex-
treme to say the least.  Although his observations 
on the relationship between air forces and politi-
cal organizations and the changing nature of fu-
ture warfare are reasonable, he has misjudged the 
versatility of air forces to adapt to new chal-
lenges.  While a relatively stable period of poten-
tial bi-polar interstate conflict, previously ac-
cepted as the norm, has been transformed into an 
unstable era of limited, low-intensity, and possi-
bly multi-polar combat, there is no doubt that air 
forces will be able to draw upon their own flexi-
bility and adapt to the changing world.  It is 
highly unlikely that air forces will disappear as 
predicted by Dr. van Creveld.  Instead, their role 
in the preservation of national security and the 
projection of forward presence in unstable re-
gions will continue to increase, ensuring that this 
future pilot will have a job in the 21st Century. 
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The complexity, dynamics, and ramifications of 
sound defense planning are uniquely significant.  
Poor defense planning can lead to the collapse of 
empires and thrust entire regions into chaos; 
good defense planning requires forward vision, 
adaptation, and focus.  For example, the failure 
of the French military to understand the lethal ca-
pabilities of artillery and machine guns in World 
War I cost them a painfully large proportion of 
their army.  Technological and doctrinal mistakes 
change history.  The dilemma can go the other 
way, however, because countries have invested 
time and resources into weapons technology that 
ended up playing insignificant roles in wartime – 
a misallocation of resources that can also lead to 
devastating defeat.  Soldiers, sailors, and airmen 
place their trust and lives in the forward thinking 
of planners and leaders.  In modern warfare, an 
advantage gained in minutes or hours may never 
be recovered.  It is easy to conclude that national 
defense, perhaps even national survival, depends 
on the recommendations of modern military 
strategists.  If these strategists, like Dr. Martin 
van Creveld, believe that combat aircraft – the 
fighters and bombers at the heart of modern air 
forces – are no longer significant weapons of war 
and should be abandoned, they are making a bold 
but likely flawed and dangerous prediction. 

Van Creveld believes that air forces as we 
know them are outdated institutions and unneces-
sary expenditures to nation-states.1  He intro-
duces a number of interesting arguments regard-
ing the future of air forces, but fails to address 
adequately certain counterpoints that show the 
crucial and continuing importance of combat air-
craft to national security.  The next few pages 
overlay van Creveld’s premise against why, be-
cause of bureaucracy, the US Air Force still has a 
healthy future, and why, because of strategy and 

Why Air Forces Have a Future 
 The foundation of van Creveld’s argument rests 
with the changing nature of international affairs.  
He believes that only large nation-states can own 
air forces because only they have the environ-
ment, resources, and funding to equip, train, and 
sustain combat aircraft.2  He also argues that war 
between powerful states is highly unlikely be-
cause of the danger of nuclear war.3  Several 
states are clearly capable of funding combat-
ready air forces but, according to van Creveld’s 
logic, they would choose not to do so because the 
deterrent effect of nuclear weapons precludes the 
need for an air force.  On the other hand, when 
countries like the United States engage in low in-
tensity conflicts, he argues that their combat air-
craft are incapable of supporting war aims.4 

 Van Creveld believes that future air forces will 
consist primarily of unmanned aerial vehicles 
(UAVs), light tactical transport aircraft, helicop-
ters, missiles, cruise missiles, anti-missile de-
fense systems, satellites, and space systems but 
will have few if any fighters and bombers.5  “If 
present trends persist, thirty years from now most 
air forces will have dissolved into space com-
mands on the one hand and some form of air cav-
alry on the other.”6  These air assets will be con-
sistent with the nature and objectives for pro-
jected combat between states and non-state actors 
where, according to van Creveld, manned combat 
aircraft are ineffective and rarely used. 
 
Tactics and Strategy 

The first thing students of air power his-
tory and strategy are taught is that to defeat an 
enemy in war, you must first control the air.  This 
is a complicated issue.  War is an extension of 
policy, a violent but structured attempt to ma-
nipulate the enemy into doing what you want it to 
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test of wills between rival intelligences.   
All militaries also need certain require-

ments to operate, such as transportation, commu-
nications, basing, and support.  If any one of 
these aspects of a military campaign is disrupted, 
the effects can shake the entire war effort.  To cut 
communications, for example, militaries have a 
plethora of options – each suited for a particular 
situation.  The choice of what weapon to use is 
based on a cost-risk scale:  if enemy communica-
tions absolutely must be destroyed, then it makes 
sense to use the weapon with the highest prob-
ability of kill, regardless of the risk; if the target 
is not significant, however, then a safer weapon 
would be considered – with the understanding 
that the objective may not be accomplished.  
Each choice places servicemen at risk, and each 
choice brings a different probability of kill.  In 
other words, there is a situation for which each 
military option is best suited.  Many situations, of 
course, call for the surprise, speed, accuracy, 
power, and capabilities of Air Force assets.   

While stealth aircraft have advantages in 
relative safety, high probability of kill, rapid de-
ployment, and quick damage assessment even in 
hostile enemy environments, other missions and 
assets require a significant degree of air superior-
ity.  Dropping psychological leaflets in enemy 
controlled territory, for example, can be effective 
both in traditional warfare and nontraditional 
conflict such as counterinsurgency campaigns.  
But the airspace must first be made safe for the 
operation of the psychological aircraft – that is, 
air superiority must be achieved.  In modern war 
of any nature, missions from reconnaissance and 
surveillance to noncombatant evacuation and 
even interdiction bombing all depend on the 
premise that the airspace is safe.  On the ground, 
the persistent need for territorial combat and oc-
cupation demands air superiority to protect and 
support Army and Marine Corps operations. 

Today, it is almost a guarantee that the 
airspace will be safe because of the proficiency 
and equipment of American pilots.  There is no 
reason to allow their disappearance!  On the con-
trary, it is critical that they be maintained to sup-
port current missions and to protect American 
airspace should it ever be jeopardized. 
 
The Momentum of Red Tape 

The theory of a diminishing need for US 
Air Force pilots threatens the morale of junior of-
ficers and officer candidates.  Many young mem-
bers of the Air Force have staked their futures on 
a dream of flying combat aircraft for their coun-
try.  Perhaps someday air forces will exist only in 
textbooks and the minds of historians, as archers 
and knights do today, but time and bureaucracy 
favor today’s young Air Force officers and offi-
cer candidates. 

While van Creveld is not alone in his 
theories, far more people see a long future ahead 
for air forces – especially the US Air Force.  
Many supporters of the Air Force are very influ-
ential and powerful in the US government.  It is a 
large part of one of the world’s largest bureaucra-
cies, which by design and habit are slow to 
change.  When altering military structure and re-
sources, the government requires strong evidence 
in support of change and stronger indications that 
the change will result in favorable conditions.  
Consider the Goldwater-Nichols Act of 1986:  it 
took a series of poorly executed and costly mili-
tary operations in the 1970’s and 1980’s to pro-
voke the government into radical doctrinal 
changes in its defense structure and operations. 

Bureaucratic alignment favors the con-
temporary force mix of a strong and diversified 
US Air Force.  It has an inventory of well over a 
thousand aircraft, 189 domestic installations, 17 
international installations, and hundreds of thou-
sands of highly-trained officers and enlisted sup-
porting the traditional orientation of its mission.7  
Furthermore, the Air Force as it is currently con-
stituted is popular and viewed as highly success-
ful.  It can conduct precise, timely, and devastat-
ing missions with a high probability of success 
and with reasonable assurance that pilots will re-
turn.  Operational costs are high, but on balance 
preferable to many alternatives.   

Van Creveld does not propose that air 
forces restructure of their own accord, but argues 
that the international environment is forcing them 
to do so.  While perhaps true, van Creveld’s 
timeline is far too short to be realistic.  Thirty 
years from now, there will no doubt be an in-
creased incidence of UAVs, space operations, 
and other propositions van Creveld suggests, but 
there will also be new combat aircraft like the  
F-22 and Joint Strike Fighter in the Air Force in-



ventory, plus C-17 heavy strategic transports.  
Before the US Air Force as we know it is retired, 
it is likely that the United States would have to 
be engaged in a series of wars where its air force 
plays only a minimal and insignificant role.  At 
present quite the opposite trend is in place; the 
Air Force is ever more likely the intervention 
force of choice.  The radical changes van Creveld 
predicts will take far longer than he has proposed 
and there should be more generations of combat 
pilots making an impressive and admirable his-
tory for themselves. 
 
Moral Issues 
 
The greater the power, the more dangerous the 
abuse. 
                                            Edmund Burke 
 
  An air force is a package of options.  If warfare 
is the extension of politics, then air forces present 
national leaders with a number of different 
choices when non-violent means of conflict reso-
lution fail.  Unfortunately, if given too much 
power or too many options, there is a risk that ci-
vilian leaders will cease negotiating and simply 
resort to military strength unnecessarily.  The fol-
lowing is a brief ethical argument that the United 
States should try to avoid van Creveld’s predic-
tions.   
 The rationale of incorporating UAVs into an air 
force arsenal is specific:  UAVs do not require 
expensive and performance limiting systems to 
accommodate a pilot, so design constraints are 
fewer and more cost-effective delivery systems 
can result.  An unmanned reconnaissance aircraft 
can orbit for hours above a troubled area in all-
weather conditions far from safety and can theo-
retically out-perform manned aircraft.8  Operator 
training is also less time-consuming and expen-
sive.  The crucial final benefit is that UAVs can 
be sent on any mission without regard to a pilot’s 
life.  If UAVs are as capable as current aircraft, 
then the only associated risk of using them is fi-
nancial.  While they would not be an inexhausti-
ble national resource, they could certainly be 
used far more freely. 
 This is exactly where the problem lies.  Politic 
leaders may be tempted to employ UAVs far 
more liberally than manned combat aircraft.  

Presently their missions are confined to recon-
naissance and surveillance, however, options are 
currently being explored to give them combat 
roles.  We have already witnessed, for example, 
the controversial US use of long-ranged cruise 
missiles in punitive attacks against suspected ter-
rorist facilities.  The result of the development of 
combat UAVs could be that, where before risk 
and cost were associated with military actions, in 
the future these might be only minor considera-
tions.  It is consequently possible that military 
engagements would increase in frequency.  
While pilots would not be in jeopardy, undoubt-
edly other human beings would be.  What would 
be the limiting factor in war if the cost of its ini-
tiation was minimal?  Only the discretion, self 
control, and morals of the leaders of the nation 
employing UAVs would limit the application of 
violence to an acceptable level.  It would be pos-
sible that a condition similar to total war could be 
achieved without much manpower involvement 
and sacrifice by the attacking country.  Many 
people worldwide believe the United States is at 
present too active outside its borders.9  Greater 
international involvement in pursuit of US inter-
ests could increase anti-American sentiment un-
necessarily; UAVs would only aggravate such a 
state of affairs. 
 There are certainly benefits to using UAVs, most 
importantly to save the lives of our nation’s air-
men.  However, those men and women have will-
ingly accepted the risk of their profession with 
the hope that a greater good would result.10  Fur-
thermore, they have been trained and encouraged 
to exercise good judgment.  The vast majority of 
American soldiers, sailors, and airmen would not 
commit immoral acts, a good UAV simply fol-
lows the computer instructions it is fed.  This 
presents a more subtle problem than just the in-
discriminate use of aerial firepower.  UAVs 
could be operated in immoral ways at the discre-
tion of a nonmilitary – nonprofessional control-
ler.  Furthermore, there exists a number of tacti-
cal problems with not having a pilot on scene in 
combat.  Good airmen understand that if they can 
not communicate with their superiors during 
combat and need to change tactics at the last min-
ute, they are justified in making the needed 
changes so long as the end goal is the same.  Can 
UAVs make moral decisions or sound and justi-



fied tactical changes during battle?  Of course 
not!  Hence, not only could illegitimate missions 
be supported, but legitimate missions could be 
poorly executed. 
 Ethical problems arise at all levels through the 
employment of UAVs in combat.  Violence may 
increase in frequency and discretion may cease to 
be exercised, with profound effects on the con-
duct of war.  There are few good reasons to place 
US servicemen in harm’s way, but there are also 
few good reasons to use military firepower at all 
to accomplish national objectives.  In short, 
UAVs remove a check on the willingness of 
leaders to resort to violence. 
 
Summary and Conclusion 

Dr. Martin van Creveld is a visionary of 
sorts.  And he may well be correct:  one day, cur-
rent and traditional air forces and their missions 
could become obsolete.  But that day is far in the 
future.  Van Creveld is before his time and his-
tory may look back on him favorably, remember-
ing which of his predictions came true and for-
getting the rest – as has been generously done 
with other great intellectuals. 
 The nature of warfare will continue to change, 
perhaps the day of interstate warfare will return, 
or perhaps it is gone forever.  Either way, the 
need for strong and professional air forces will 
remain for many decades to come.  UAVs, light 
transport, helicopters, space operations, and close 
air support will continue to grow in importance.  
However, all of these missions can and will only 
operate under the protection of US Air Force 
fighters and bombers.  American combat pilots 
are not yet finished making history. 
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Next in Airman-Scholar: 
 
The Spring 2001 issue of Airman-Scholar will focus on “war stories.”  We know that 
most current and former members of the armed services have had unique experiences that 
would be of  interest to their peers, but have perhaps lacked appropriate incentive and fo-
rum to express them.  Here is your chance!  We hope to print 10 to 15 short war stories in 
the spring issue and urge you  to consider submitting an article for publication.  In a break 
with tradition, we will also  consider publishing 1 or 2 articles of fiction dealing with the 
war stories theme. 
 
 
Airman-Scholar invites both full-length articles and short “letters to the editor” com-
ments.   Please submit in accordance with the following guidelines: 
 
1. Full-length articles should be approximately 6,000 words in length, although all  
     submissions will be considered. 
2. Articles should be submitted as hard copy with accompanying 3.5 inch disk  
     (not returned). 
3. Articles will be edited to conform with  Airman-Scholar format; proofs will not 
     be sent to authors prior to publication. 
4.  Articles are encouraged from all knowledgeable members of the academic and military  
     communities.  Publication of outstanding papers by USAFA and other service 
     academy cadets is a particular goal of Airman-Scholar.  
5.  Articles must be received by 1 April 2001.  
6.  Send articles to: 
 

34th Education Group 
Attn:  Airman-Scholar 
2354 Fairchild Drive, Suite 2A2 
USAF Academy CO  80840-6264 
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